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There is a perceived absence of African American women in leadership positions 
in predominantly White institutions of higher education. This research study explored the 
experiences of African American women in leadership positions at predominantly White 
institutions of higher education in Mississippi. The themes that emerged from the 
published literature that were explored in this research study were barriers, mentorship, 
leadership, and copying strategies. A mixed methods research approach was used to 
complete this research study using semi-structured interviews and an online Qualtrics 
survey to capture the experiences of the study participants. The results of this research 
study support the narrative and the scholarly literature published on this topic and 
supports that there is a perceived absence of African American women in leadership 
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CHAPTER I - INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this mixed methods grounded theory study is to highlight issues 
that may hinder African American women in the academy from elevating to positions of 
leadership at predominantly White institutions of higher education (PWIs). The 
perspectives that will be given on the themes that emerge from the research will give a 
documented voice to those who have had the experience. It will also present the 
opportunity for recommendations to be made by those who have experienced this 
phenomenon firsthand. As illustrated in the literature review, some of the earliest 
research done on this topic occurred in the 1970s; however, this issue still persists more 
than 50 years later. 
General Statement 
African American women have struggled to secure positions of leadership in 
higher education, and more specifically, at PWI institutions of higher education. Research 
supports that these women face surmountable adversity in navigating an elusive ladder to 
leadership positions in the academy. For African American women, one reason may be 
that there are limited numbers of women they can aspire to or emulate in those positions. 
Research presented in Chapter II of this study supports that there are few African 
American women in these spaces and that they traditionally hold positions that follow 
established policy and programming versus being hired into senior-level positions where 
they can craft, shape, mold, and change existing policy and programming (Konrad & 
Pfeffer, 1991).  Although more African American women are working in higher 
education than were working in higher education 20 years ago, the primary positions they 
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tend to hold are of support staff positions including administrative assistants, clerical 
positions, and office aides (Blackstone, 2011). 
Research was conducted on this subject matter as early as the 1970s by Mosley 
(1980). This research was some of the first in depth research conducted addressing 
African American women administrators in higher education. The published study titled 
African American Administrators at Institutions of Higher Learning (1980) focused on 
African American women and their absence from leadership roles at PWI institutions of 
higher education. Mosley’s survey responses supported the fact that African American 
women were relegated to the lower ranks of the hierarchy in leadership positions, power 
structure, and salary. This study also highlighted issues of concern pertaining to these 
women such as inclusion in decision-making, affirmative action issues, the women’s 
movement, and other various barriers and pressures they faced. The research supported 
by participant surveys indicates that they felt that racism and sexism in academe hindered 
their mobility toward leadership positions (Mosley, 1980). 
Mosley’s research was later expounded upon by Moses (1997). Moses reviewed 
the literature and statistical data confirming and supporting Mosely’s findings from the 
original study of 232 African American women in higher education from 1975-1980. In 
addition to Mosely’s findings, Moses noted that African American women also cited lack 
of support groups, low expectations from superiors, and sexual and racial discrimination 
as obstacles of career development. The structure and culture of many PWI institutions of 
higher education, according to McKinnly (2003), lack appropriate support systems and 
accessible mentors and can breed contempt and internal conflict within minority groups 
including African American women. The published literature on this subject matter 
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outlined in Chapter II of this study suggests that when the power structure is 
predominantly male and White, oftentimes there is an illusion of inclusion via college or 
university mission statements. However, research supports that there is a legitimacy to 
the narrative that there is a perceived absence of African American women in leadership 
positions at PWI institutions of higher education (McKinnly, 2003). 
American colleges and universities are incorporating language of being diverse 
institutions of higher education, which in turn suggests that the institutions are committed 
to the support and success of faculty and students of color. For example, this type of 
language includes words and phrases such as promoting inclusiveness, creating cultural 
awareness, and commitment to diverse populations. However, McKinnly argues that the 
implementation of diversity will ultimately fail if there is not a strategy in place for 
diversity to be incorporated into the institution’s research, teaching, and service missions. 
Therefore, like McKinnly and other researchers including Blackstone (2011), 
Konrad and Pfeffer (1991), and Mosely (1980) that have researched and published 
literature in this field, they suggest that there has to be a commitment to diversity in 
faculty and students of color by institutions of higher education. There must also be a 
holistic institutional philosophy of this commitment. The commitment should be tangibly 
incorporated into the mission of the college or university where these marginalized 
groups, which include African American women in the academy, are equitably 
considered, supported, and positioned toward a trajectory of leadership positions at PWI 
institutions of higher education to assist in closing the leadership gap and addressing the 
issue of representation (McKinnly, 2003). 
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The primary argument of this research is that there is a perceived absence of 
African American women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education. 
When conducting research about African American women in the academy, it is evident 
that there is a legitimate gap in the literature based on research about the specific 
experiences of African American women versus their male and even other female 
counterparts. According to published research highlighted in Chapter II, African 
American women historically have been excluded from this type of scholarly research 
and traditional theory development in leadership has not always been inclusive of the 
female perspective nor given voice to them from the lens of femininity (Brown & Irby, 
1994; Shakeshaft & Nowell, 1984).  
The voice of the African American woman has been submerged in general 
feminist literature (Davis & Maldonodo, 2015). Historically, the unique voice and 
perspective from this doubly marginalized group of women has been directly and 
indirectly silenced within leadership development theory. African American women in 
the academy have been directly silenced by the omission of their existence and 
perspective in traditional leadership theory development, and they have been silenced 
indirectly through general feminist theory development that does not take into 
consideration the marginalization of these women through the “double barriers” of race 
and gender (Davis & Maldonodo, 2015). 
This research will expound upon the salient issues documented by researchers on 
pertinent issues affecting African American women as they aspire to leadership positions 
within PWI institutions of higher education. This research will highlight the overarching 
themes that emerged from the literature review and focus on barriers, mentorship, 
 
5 
leadership, and coping strategies of African American women in the academy. This 
research will also explore what role each issue may play in the success of these women 
when they are trying to climb the proverbial ladder of success to positions of leadership 
in higher education at PWI institutions of higher education. 
Published literature supports that the perceived absence of African American 
women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education has been a topic of 
discussion and scholarly research for decades and yet the issue persists. There is still a 
perceived issue of adequate representation of African American women in leadership 
positions in higher education at PWIs, and exploring this topic further will add to the 
depth and breadth of previously published literature and offer additional perspectives of 
how this can be adequately addressed for future generations. 
Statement of Problem 
There is a perceived absence of African American women in leadership positions 
in PWI institutions of higher education. A current narrative is that African American 
women are the highest educated demographic based on degrees awarded when compared 
to their counterparts with respect to race and gender (NCES, 2019). So, where is the 
pathway for these women from college or university student to leadership positions at 
PWI institutions of higher education? 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research is to increase the dialogue on this topic and to add to 
the narrative of marginalized African American women in the academy who aspire to 
leadership positions.  This research will discuss various aspects of this phenomenon. The 
intention of this research is to highlight these marginalized women’s struggle to navigate 
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the double barriers of racism and sexism while trying to ascend to positions of leadership 
in higher education at PWI institutions. 
Importance of the Study 
Research of this type is significant as it supports and adds to the knowledge base 
by addressing the marginalized perspectives of African American women aspiring to 
leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education. This research will add to the 
narrative of other related published research and will include historical perspectives on 
the issues of concern surrounding this subject matter to encourage additional research.  
This research is important for PWIs and their commitment to being institutions of 
higher education that support true diversity and inclusion. This scholarly research can 
bring more awareness to the perceived absence of African American women in leadership 
positions in higher education. This can lead to more dialogue and encourage more in 
depth research that ultimately can manifest into viable recommendations to mitigate the 
barriers for these women in the future. 
Ultimately, these recommendations should lead to the adoption and incorporation 
of strategic policies and practices for training and mentoring of African American women 
at PWI institutions of higher education. These adopted and incorporated policies and 
practices should lead to measurable positive change through pathways and alliances for 
leadership development and career advancement opportunities for these African 
American women in PWI s of higher education. 
Theoretical Frameworks 
Two theoretical frameworks are used to support this research. The first theory is 
Critical Race Theory (CRT). CRT is an analytical framework that emerged from the field 
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of critical legal studies. This theory has been used historically as inquiry and critique of 
societal ills that have led to inequities experienced from racial discrimination. For the 
first time in 1994, scholarly research was published using this theory as an analytical 
framework to explore the inequities in America’s educational system. (Decuir & Dixson, 
2004; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). The work of Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman, two 
legal scholars, began the foundational work that later emerged into the theory of CRT. 
They were dissatisfied at the state and pace of racial justice and reform in the legal field 
in the United State and began to work toward pushing progressive change to explore the 
positionality of discrimination by race and abuse of power lead to inequity. (Delgado, 
1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998). This theory supports this research by scrutinizing the 
issues surrounding this research topic through the perspective of the CRT lens. “This 
theory supports that the historical issues of race and education can be identified, 
analyzed, and transformed into the fabric of structural and cultural aspects of education 
that maintain subordinate and dominant racial positions” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 
25). The CRT as a framework supports this research because of its intrinsic commitment 
to social justice. Analyzing through the lens of CRT theory offers an opportunity of 
response about these injustices and inequities to emerge from a liberating and 
transformative perspective of racial, gender, and class oppression (Matsuda, 1991). 
The rationale for using CRT as a framework of reference in this research about 
the perceived absence of African American women in leadership positions at PWI 
institutions of higher education is to illustrate how racism is an endemic form of 
oppression in our educational systems in general. However, more specifically, for the 
purposes of this research attention will be given to how perceived racial bias leads to 
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increased marginalization of African American women in the academy, especially those 
who are aspiring to leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education in 
Mississippi. 
The rationale for using the CRT lens is for a historical connection between the 
early-published research of Mosely (1980) and others.  It has been documented that 
African American women have chronicled their difficulties in ascending to positions of 
leadership in equitable roles in higher education at PWI institutions of higher education. 
Therefore, looking at this issue historically through a CRT lens emphasizing the tenets 
pertaining to institutional practices and policy and giving a voice to African American 
women by allowing them to share their experiences assists in giving this issue necessary 
critique to be identified and analyzed. For example, with the 232 African American 
women from Mosely’s study, the research shows that counter storytelling can highlight 
institutionalized marginalization based on race at PWI institutions of higher education. 
The second theory used to support this research is Black Feminist Thought (BFT). 
BFT maintains that there are ideas that are produced by Black women that clarify that 
there is a unique feminine perspective or standpoint that Black women have based on 
their gender and race. BFT suggests that there are feminine themes that come from the 
experiences that Black women share with each other but that are different from other 
women. BFT highlights Black women’s likeness and commonalities through experiences 
shaped by their cultural commonalities and creates a lens of unique perspectives of their 
lived experiences (Collins, 1990).  
The genre of BFT dates back to the 1960s when Black women activists and 
intellectuals banded together through social action to create organizations such as the 
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National Association of Colored Women (NACW) and the National Council of Negro 
Women (NCNW) to energize Black women into participating in the civil rights 
movement. This came about because of their feelings of being excluded from leadership 
positons and the mainstream feminist movements in America. Other groups were formed 
after the civil rights era in the 1970s and 1980s that also led to Black feminist academics 
such as noted authors and researchers bell hooks also known as Gloria Watkins, 
Kimberle’ Williams Crenshaw, and Patricia Hill Collins to become leaders in the 
movement of BFT. 
Making the connection historically for using the BFT lens acknowledges and 
supports published research on this subject matter like that of bell hooks, Kimberle 
Williams Crenshaw, and Patricia Hill Collins. BFT supports that African American 
women often feel marginalized in PWI institutions of higher education because of the 
intersectionality of their race and gender and that African American Women’s Black 
feminine experience again is often subsumed into the narrative of their more dominant 
white male counterparts (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  
CRT and BFT will work together for this research by not only addressing the 
racial inequalities African American women face through the CRT lens but will also 
address the issue of racism and sexism through the BFT lens. The literature review in 
Chapter II of this study supports that African American women face these issues of 
racism and sexism, and these theories will support the narrative of how these women 
have been perceived to be traditionally excluded from leadership theory through the 
mainstream feminist theory.  The frameworks of CRT and BFT give perspective to how 
and why there is a gap in African American women being in leadership positions at PWI 
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institutions of higher education and gives foundational support and argument to strategies 
for diversity in PWI institutions of higher education’s teaching, research, and service 
missions. 
Research Questions 
Two research questions guide this research study.  
RQ1: In what ways have barriers, mentorship, leadership, intersectionality, and 
coping strategies affected African American women's pursuit into leadership positions in 
higher education at PWI institutions? 
RQ2:  What do African American women attribute to their ability to gain access 
to leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education despite the barriers they 
possibly experienced? 
Overview of Research Design 
A mixed methods approach to this study was performed using the grounded 
theory model. African American women in administrator positions at USM and the other 
public four-year PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi which include Delta 
State University (DSU), Mississippi State University (MSU), Mississippi University for 
Women (MUW), and University of Mississippi (UM). Each of these institutions was 
asked to participate in the study. The quantitative portion of the research was generated 
by an online Qualtrics survey and the qualitative portion of the research was generated by 
semi-structured phone interviews. More details about the specific design of the study are 
provided in Chapter III. 
Definition of Terms 
Barriers: Anything that restrains or obstructs progress, access, etc.  
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Coping Strategies: Mechanisms incorporated and processes engaged in to manage 
stress and conflict 
Intersectionality: Various social constructs that contribute to an identity 
Leadership: Using influence to achieve common goals. 
Mentorship: A relationship where experienced or more knowledgeable individual 
guides a less experienced or less knowledgeable individual.  
Predominantly White Institutions of Higher Education: Describes institutions of 
higher learning in which Whites account for 50% or greater of the student enrollment. 
Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations 
There is the assumption that once identified for the study, that the participants will 
be honest and expressive of their lived experiences as African American women in 
leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education. The mixed methods research 
data collected is from a sample of women that have had similar experiences and work in 
similar realms of higher education leadership. The findings are expected to be 
generalizable for this reason. The sample of participants are assumed to mirror a larger 
population of these types of experiences, from other like institutions, by other women in 
similar situations. 
A delimitation within this research was that the participants in the study are 
volunteers that are currently employed at PWI institutions of higher education in 
Mississippi. The participants included those at USM and the other four PWI institutions 
of higher education in administrator roles, identify as African American, and are female. 
The participants may not be a full representation of all of the African American women 
in leadership positions across every area of higher education at PWI institutions. 
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However, these African American women in administrator leadership positions are a 
small sample representation of others that meet the same criteria in other PWI institutions 
of higher education. Therefore, the findings of the research may not be directly applicable 
across all areas of leadership positions in every area in relation to African American 
women in the academy.  
The limitations of this study will be based on a smaller sample of research 
participants that meet the research requirements and will be used to make generalizations 
of a larger population and compared with other related scholarly research. 
Summary 
As competition for diverse populations of students and higher education 
professionals’ increases, it will continue to become more imperative for higher education 
institutions, especially PWI institutions of higher education, to practice diversity and 
inclusion. As diverse populations increase and the competition for mass access to higher 
education continues, the absence of African American women in leadership positions at 
PWI institutions of higher education may hinder these institutions in attracting the same 




CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW 
The purpose of this study was to document the experiences of African American 
women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education. The study’s 
purpose is to add to the existing research and support the narrative that there is a 
perceived absence of African American women in leadership positions in PWI 
institutions of higher education.  This study gave these women the opportunity to express 
themselves in their own words and have their stories and experiences documented. From 
the research data, viable recommendations were made from those that have experienced 
this phenomenon first hand.  
The literature review based on the perceived absence of African American women 
in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi produced 
four overarching themes. The overarching themes that emerged were highlighted in 
Chapter II and were used to guide this study. The themes include barriers, mentorship, 
leadership, and coping strategies.  
Barriers 
Teague (2015) is research focused on how a strong higher education system is 
essential to the United States’ (U.S.) role as a world power. The author maintains that 
despite our position, there are significant challenges in our U.S. higher education system 
that calls for prepared leaders. In analyzing our current higher education system, Teague 
(2015) echoes the thought that diversified leadership offers significant benefit to the 
higher education system and suggests that public perception of parity does not appear to 
reflect the reality. Studies highlighted in this literature review show women leadership in 
higher education as innovative and productive; however, successfully placing women 
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leaders is still a challenge due to barriers hindering their advancement. This results in the 
number of women in leadership lagging significantly behind men (Teague, 2015). 
Sanchez-Hucles & Davis (2010) placed emphasis on women and women of color 
in their article, which described the challenges that women and women of color face in 
their quest to achieve and perform in leadership roles in work settings. These authors also 
addressed specific barriers that women encounter relating to gender and race and their 
impact on leadership. Sanchez-Hucles & Davis (2010) identify elements linked with 
gender evaluations of leaders including stereotypes and other challenges encountered by 
White women and women of color. In their research, the authors concentrated on ideas 
surrounding identity and the intersection of multiple identities to analyze how gender 
intersects and has influence over the experiences of women in the workplace.  
Their conclusion was a recommendation of more research and theory 
development surrounding gender and identity that may lead to fully capturing the 
complexity of the experiences of women leaders. The researchers maintained that there is 
a critical need for more in depth research that focuses on the experiences of all women 
leaders. In conjunction, they are proponents for more refined and multidimensional 
definitions of race and other dimensions of identity so that researchers are equipped to 
use the concepts of multiple identities and intersectionality. The authors suggest that this 
can create respectful and inspiring solutions to the problems challenging women and 
women of color; because these more complex and diverse identities they inhabit affect 
how they aspire to leadership positions (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). 
Building on other published research, Sanchez-Hucles & Davis (2010), much like 
Teague (2015), suggested that organizations will benefit by having the ability to tap into 
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and pull from a more diverse pool of talent (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). They 
argued that as leadership theory continues to develop to more accurately match the 
complexity and needs of modern organizations, more emphasis will be placed on the 
various aspects of identity, and as a result, these studies findings will contribute to the 
increase the numbers and the diversity of women in positions of leadership (Sanchez-
Hucles & Davis, 2010). 
Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers (2017) outlined some familiar and traditionally 
recognizable barriers to women's leadership at the highest administrative levels in higher 
education by using the 2016 presidential election with Hillary Clinton as a backdrop and 
an example of the hardening of the glass ceiling. This article spoke to how many assumed 
that Clinton would break through the glass ceiling that many women aspiring to 
leadership positions face. However, despite her hopes of being the first woman candidate 
for president by a major political party at that time, success was elusive and ultimately 
out of her grasp due to that proverbial hardening of the glass ceiling for her on election 
night.  This can be an example of correlation that explains how U.S. colleges and 
universities have continued to perpetrate a culture where women in upper administrative 
ranks in higher education remain steadily stagnant due to the hardening of the glass 
ceiling (Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). 
The article highlighted staggering statistics and cited various studies supporting 
an overwhelming absence of ladders for women within higher education administration 
because of leaky pipelines, sticky floors, and hidden biases against women aspiring to 
leadership positions in the academy (Pasquerella, & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). The authors 
referred to leaky pipelines as the likelihood that men are far more likely than women to 
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attain the rank of full professor; sticky floors referred to what Kate Berheide coined as 
the lack of leadership opportunities for women at the earliest stages of their careers. This 
creates a miring of women occupying positions in low-wage earning jobs with limited 
opportunities for lateral or upward mobility; and hidden biases refers to the multifaceted 
ways where women are routinely denied access to informal networking that can assist 
with advancing their career opportunities (Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). 
The first explained overarching barrier discussed by Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers 
(2017) included the glass cliff phenomenon. This occurs when an organization 
historically operates under the direction of male leadership but the organization appoints 
a woman to come in and manage a crisis. The woman, according to the definition of this 
phenomenon, many times finds herself on the glass cliff. Published research on this 
phenomenon supports that leaders with masculine agentic characteristics are traditionally 
chosen to run successful organizations. Alternatively, leaders with stereotypically 
feminine interpersonal attributes are usually selected to lead an organization in crisis, 
creating the snow-woman effect (Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). 
The second explained overarching barrier for women in academe is the concept 
coined by Mary Ann Mason is the snow-woman effect. Mary Ann Mason highlighted 
how women, but not men, are required to engage in an effort to secure and retain 
leadership roles. Women that aspire to leadership positions in academia should assimilate 
into this type of behavior to be perceived as effective in these mostly masculine settings. 
In addition, it is advised that women are conscious of not speaking too quickly, speaking 
too assertively, or in too much of a high-pitched tone, at the same time they should focus 
on being friendly but not sexual. The phenomenon also addresses the elements including 
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how one’s hair is styled, makeup application, style and length of nails, and professional 
dress, along with attention being paid to weight and body type. This is seemingly 
acceptable and fair to critique when it comes to assessing women’s leadership potential. 
Mason maintains that the compounding of small and large incidents that assist in 
marginalizing female administrators. She coined this phenomenon as the snow-woman 
effect. Mason acknowledges that the accumulation of missed opportunity, combined with 
family obligations, and the inevitable small and large slights add up over the years. This 
slows down their career progress compared with their male counterparts.  (Mason as cited 
in Pasquerella & Clauss-Ehlers, 2017). 
The third explained barrier the authors delve into is the concept of the queen bee 
syndrome where the notion of women helping women rise up the ranks is not always the 
case and is considered a legitimate barrier to women’s ascension into leadership 
positions. According to this phenomenon, the queen bee moves the ladder away just as 
other women are about to the top. This supports the notion that powerful women can be 
the greatest enemy of other women seeking career advancement (Pasquerell, & Clauss-
Ehlers, 2017). 
When discussing barriers that plague women in the academy from advancing their 
careers and ascending into positions of leadership, consideration should also be given to 
their intersectionality according to Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach (2008). They specifically 
spoke to what they called “intersectional invisibility.” They discussed a hypothesis that 
when an individual possesses multiple subordinate-group identities, the effects can 
sometimes render an individual ‘invisible’ compared to those with a single subordinate-
group identity. The authors surmised that androcentric, ethnocentric, and heterocentric 
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ideologies can cause people who identify as having multiple subordinate group identities 
to be categorized into non-prototypical members within these respective identity groups. 
This means that people with multiple subordinate-group identities such as identifying 
with an ethnic group or being a minority woman do not always fit the prototypes of their 
respective identity groups, and therefore, they in turn can experience what the authors 
have coined “intersectional invisibility” (Purdie-Vaughns, & Eibach, 2008). 
Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach (2008) made a case that intersectionality challenges us 
to consider what it means to have a marginalized status within a marginalized group. In 
their model of intersectional invisibility, they tackled the experiences of the doubly 
marginalized. The authors focus on research results that supported a distinction for 
consideration in people with intersectional subordinate-group identities (Purdie-Vaughns 
& Eibach, 2008). Their insight, was based on the concept to draw from social and 
psychological research on ideologies and identity. Therefore, prototypically there can be 
a strong likelihood as to who will be socially defined as an intersectional subordinate and 
with what consequences (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). 
Howard-Baptiste & Harris (2014) enter into and stay in the academy. They also 
suggested that more dialogue and further research is needed to increase social change. 
Also supporting the notion of social change, relating to women leaders in higher 
education, Hannum et al. (2015) discussed how fundamental change is occurring in 
higher education where more leaders are needed that embody a multi-faceted perspective 
and that have a different type of leadership style at these varying levels of leadership. Just 
like other published literature on the topic, statistics indicate that women are 
underrepresented at the senior-most levels of leadership. The authors’ research focused 
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on 35 senior level leaders who were women in these institutions of higher education. The 
researchers examined their pathway into these senior leadership roles and their 
experiences of being a female leader in higher education. They conducted semi-structured 
interviews that included coding and analyzing statistical data for a comparison of the 
experiences of White women and women of color (Hannum et al., 2015). 
Their research contributed to a depth and breadth of the experiences of women in 
senior leadership positions in higher education. The women leaders, which included 
White women and women of color, were asked to give detailed examples and 
descriptions of the more affirming aspects of being in a leadership role than had been 
previously reported. Their research maintained that more affirming aspects of being in a 
leadership role should be central to document so there is balance given to the perspective 
on the intersectional experiences of being a senior leader and a woman in higher 
education (Hannum et al., 2015). 
Turner & McCann (2013) based their research on data from a study that was 
larger and was a longitudinal study of 22 women faculty on the tenure track. The 
researchers’ qualitative study examined the socialization experiences of these four 
women faculty of color (WFOC) who earned tenure at two public, research intensive, 
PWIs in the U.S. The study gave a voice to these WFOC, and like in other published 
research; these women were able to break through the glass ceiling of tenure and were 
promoted to associate professor. The study highlighted that these women were granted 
tenure; however, their matriculation as newcomers to the academy was troubling based 
on being marginalized by gender for being women and by race in being persons of color 
(Turner & McCann, 2013). 
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The authors’ research specified that the WFOC experienced barriers such as 
challenges that relate to the clarity of their roles, challenges to their self-efficacy and 
challenges to their social acceptance within the organization. These authors suggest that 
these are important aspects to consider in the socialization of those who are deemed 
outsiders or the untenured faculty to those that are deemed insiders or the tenured faculty 
of an organization (Turner & McCann, 2013). The implications highlighted in this study 
included how WFOC work through the challenges of the tenure process and ultimately 
prevail. However, given no consideration to the context of gender and race for WFOCs, 
when considering’ various institution types, such as PWIs, and a predominantly White, 
male dominated academy, the WFOCs’ challenges of barriers listed within the study 
would not have been fully examined. 
 Research on WFOC’s socialization on the tenure track according to Turner & 
McCann (2013) required higher education researchers and practitioners to consider the 
perspectives and success stories of WFOC’s from the margins as a point reference. This 
research highlighted some of the barriers of departure for Black women and how the 
academy can be a more equitable institution as Black women work toward upward 
mobility in leadership positions (Turner & McCann, 2013). 
Barriers exist for African American women that aspire to leadership positions in 
higher education and scholarly research confirms that these barriers do exist. The barriers 
highlighted by the published research support that barriers lead to a gap of African 
American women in leadership positions in higher education. The barriers to entry into 
leadership positions are complicated by these women’s multiple identities of being 
African American and female. The barriers from this published data show that glass 
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ceilings need to be shattered, and glass cliffs exist that sabotage women because they are 
not being given the opportunity to lead many until times of crises. There are issues of 
hidden bias against women and minorities which hinders progress.  These women may 
not be given the opportunity to ascend into leadership positions early in their careers at 
the same rate as men which adds to their tendency to be in lower level positions. 
Research highlighted also supports that the experiences of women at the highest levels of 
leadership often times are not supportive of other women aspiring to leadership positions. 
There is also the increased pressure for women leaders to be engaging, to assimilate into 
a culture of patriarchy, and to be constantly critiqued on their outwardly appearance and 
emotions with respect to their leadership styles. These add to the barriers to entry into 
leadership positions for African American women aspiring to leadership positions. 
 During the research process on this topic another prominent issue that had a 
direct effect on many African American women leaders in higher education specifically 
at PWI institutions of higher education was access to mentorship. 
Mentorship 
Gamble & Turner (2015) support that there are too few studies that exist in regard 
to factors that affect career paths that highlight African American females pursuing 
executive leadership positions in postsecondary institutions. The authors surmised that 
they captured the fundamentals of ascending into leadership in postsecondary institutions 
through face-to-face semi-structured interviews of 10 African American women in 
executive leadership positions within Georgia’s postsecondary institutions (Gamble & 
Turner, 2015).  
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There were ten common themes that emerged as barriers to African American 
females aspiring to a position in higher education administration. One major theme was 
that a diverse mentorship and leadership program would serve as a catalyst for aspiring 
administrators by familiarizing potential leaders in administration to individuals from 
various cultures, backgrounds, and life experiences (Gamble & Turner, 2015). It is in the 
best interest for aspiring leaders to have an opportunity to have access to a various people 
who can serve as a mentor or who also work in higher education. The authors stated that 
this would mitigate the threat of any barriers to securing a position in higher education. 
Gamble & Turner (2015) further stated that every aspect of the postsecondary 
institution, which includes the curriculum, orientation, and professional development, 
should incorporate diversity awareness and tied to components of leadership.  Creating 
and maintaining diversity in a higher education institution will assist by supporting 
minority students through mentorship, including those stakeholders central to the higher 
education process at the institution. 
Domingue (2015) offered a theory based analysis and phenomenological study of 
the leadership experiences of Black women and includes the perspective from college 
students at PWI institutions of higher education. The article expounded upon existing 
literature and urged how critical leadership development is to the college experience, and 
how it should be used as an opportunity to cultivate empowerment and influence the 
engagement of the students toward social change (Domingue, 2015).  
The author’s research gave insights into the limited existing research on the 
relationship of race and gender within the context of college student leadership 
(Domingue, 2015). The perspective of the article argued that stereotypes that were 
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described were often based on a foundation of non-related interpersonal interactions with 
oppression, which were usually microaggressions. Domingue also mentioned that race 
and gender had an effect on self-presentation expectations, included in the mix were 
issues surrounding voicing and silencing. As a result, the author says there is difficulty 
associated in these various situations. The participants may have difficulty in how they 
attempt to navigate and address the interruptions caused by these instances of oppression.  
Some solutions offered to address the issues included examining the sources of 
nourishment. This also encompassed evaluating intervention strategies, or interruptions, 
to the various types of oppression experienced on campuses by Black women and college 
student leaders. The research also declared that there is vital counter – messages that 
come from the interpersonal relationships between participants and their mothers, 
educational leaders, mentors, and social networks.  These interpersonal relationships 
offer strategies to combat challenges or barriers that can include pejoratives, stereotypes, 
and White middle-class social norms (Dominique, 2015).    
The author suggests that dealing with these matters can be a source of frustration 
and induce emotional fatigue among Black women college student leaders. This study 
offers for consideration that the historical traditions of Black women's leadership are 
reinforced through interpersonal sources of nourishment and it is vital in attempting to 
adequately comprehend these issues.  Understanding this can provide motivation in 
women's leadership efforts and create opportunities for development of supportive 
strategies to respond to oppression (Dominique, 2015). 
Grant (2012) centered on a study of the experiences of five former African 
American female doctoral students and their experiences with mentorship in educational 
 
24 
leadership interested in academe. The study highlighted mentoring influence and the 
affect it had on their advancement into faculty posts at separate PWIs.  By using narrative 
research as the methodology, the author captures their reflective experiences that are 
most salient to each of them and to their successful transitions into the academy (Grant, 
2012).  
The findings of this study demonstrated how nurturing mentoring relationships 
are critical to the process for advancing African American female doctoral students 
toward the professoriate (Grant, 2012).  The author said that African American female 
doctoral students in educational leadership programs who attend PWI institutions of 
higher education have a series of unique experiences. These experiences also have a 
direct influence on their successful entry into the professoriate.  The author noted a 
second finding in that the participants attributed their entry into the professoriate was 
aided by aspects of non-traditional mentoring (Grant, 2012). Many of the participants 
reported feelings of apprehension in the beginning of their doctoral programs because 
they felt uncertain that their unique experiences might not lead them to the professoriate. 
In the end, the focus for the participants shifted toward advocacy for a facilitation of 
universally customized mentoring initiatives, so that African American female doctoral 
students in educational leadership at PWIs aspiring for the professoriate can benefit 
(Grant, 2012). 
Grant and Simmons’ (2008) qualitative study explored the effectiveness of 
traditional mentoring functions for an African American female doctoral student aspiring 
for the professoriate. It also focused on the professional advancement of one African 
American female professor who matriculated in PWIs (Grant & Simmons, 2012). The 
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authors concluded that the graduation rates of African American females entering 
doctoral programs had an inverse correlation to their much more significant enrollment 
numbers.  Second, there are extremely limited numbers of tenure-track African American 
females within the US professoriate who are granted tenure. Third is that there is a lack 
of African American female faculty working at PWIs, which perpetuates the lack of 
African American female mentors for current and or emerging African American female 
scholars (Grant & Simmons 2012).  
According to Grant & Simmons (2012), those three findings suggest a critical 
need for strategic recruitment efforts, an addition of retention policies that consider 
cultural differences and the unique experiences of these women. In addition, promotion 
policies and practices need to be incorporated that will consider cultural barriers because 
it is vital that mentoring programs be created that are culturally sensitive at PWIs (Grant 
& Simmons, 2012). 
Griffin and Reddick (2011) also tackled mentoring African American women in 
academia. The authors build upon previous research that documents Black professors' 
heavy service commitments and time spent mentoring. They also added that little 
research explores how this responsibility placed on faculty differs by gender. The study 
was an intersectional analysis that examines narratives of 37 Black professors at three 
institutions. These narratives were collected across two studies. They focused on how 
race and gender shape Black professors' expectations and experiences mentoring.  
The study yielded five basic themes that identify when racism and sexism are 
experienced as stressors for African American women in the workplace. The themes 
centered around the ability to be hired or promoted in the workplace. There were also 
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issues surrounding defending race and the lack of mentorship opportunities, making a 
shift or engaging in code switching to combat barriers to employment, dealing with issues 
of discrimination and racism and feeling isolated and/or excluded. Previous research 
brings to the forefront the responsibility that Black professors' have concerning their 
heavy service commitments and the amount of time spent mentoring; yet again, little 
research explores how this responsibility for faculty differs by gender (Griffin & 
Reddick, 2011).  
The authors indicated that the results from this study support that African 
American women use their emotions and engage in problem-focused coping strategies to 
manage the stressors of racism and sexism in the workplace, and mentoring initiatives 
can be a viable part of the solution (Griffin & Riddick, 2011).  
Kelch-Oliver et al. (2013) discussed how generally, there has been a lack of 
available mentors for African American women, specifically in the area of psychology. 
The authors suggest that a minimal presence of African American female psychologists 
in higher education reduces the availability for connections of same-race mentors for 
African American students. This in turn minimizes these types of opportunities and 
creates a barrier for African American students to be exposed to and successful in the 
field of psychology field (Kelch-Oliver et.al, 2013).   
Because of this, there are reduced numbers of African Americans pursuing 
teaching, research, and clinical in the career field of psychology.  The authors also 
maintain that mentoring is critical to program success and they support institutions 
adopting mentoring programs on a university system-wide level to combat the low 
numbers (Kelch-Oliver et. al., 2013).  In conclusion, these authors suggested that faculty 
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should be provided access to quality and sustained professional development support at 
undergraduate, graduate, and faculty level. The authors also say that it would be in the 
best interest for the stakeholders that these institutional programs cultivate the formal and 
informal connections between African American women including students, professors, 
and alumni as potential mentors, sponsors, peers and colleagues (Kelch-Oliver et al., 
2013).  
Access to mentorship for African American women that aspire to leadership 
positions in higher education is a barrier. Scholarly research confirms that this barrier 
does exist. The barrier of access to mentorship highlighted by the published research 
supports that not having access to mentorship can lead to a gap of African American 
women in leadership positions in higher education. The research supports that African 
American women aspiring to leadership positions in higher education can lessen the 
threat of barriers to entry for leadership positons if they are exposed to mentors. Exposure 
to diverse cultures and backgrounds can assist in developing their leadership skills 
through mentorship. The published research supports that mentoring of African American 
women who aspire to leadership roles can mitigate them being stereotyped and give a 
voice to these women who are often times silenced in the academy. Mentorship can 
motivate their continued efforts to gain entry to leadership positions and create 
opportunity for professional development, upward mobility, and growth in the academy. 
 The published research highlighting mentorship also supports that recruitment 
efforts, retention policies, and promotion policies and practices can assist in closing the 
leadership gap for African American women aspiring to leadership positions if they are 
developed with mentoring initiatives that are culturally sensitive. Mentorship can lead to 
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promotions and ease the barriers of racism, discrimination, and feelings of isolation and 
exclusion for African American women in the academy. Lastly, mentorship benefits 
African American women aspiring to leadership positions in higher education. 
Mentorship relationships including same-race or different race, same-sex or different sex 
have proven to be beneficial.  Even if the mentor is culturally different, the research 
supports that formal or informal mentorship connections are of benefit and can assist in 
closing the gap in access to leadership for African American women who aspire to 
leadership positions in higher education. Lastly, the scholarly research also supports that 
there is the issue of opportunity and access to gain leadership development and 
experience for these women in the academy. 
During the research process on this topic another prominent issue that had a direct 
effect on many African American women leaders in higher education, specifically at PWI 
institutions of higher education, was access to leadership. 
Leadership 
Chin (2013) went through the process of examining leader experiences and 
perceptions and highlighted common themes connecting leadership to social identities 
and various lived experiences. Leaders from five racial and ethnic groups in the United 
States were surveyed for the research that was centered on their validation of leadership 
dimensions as an endorsement per the definitions of the GLOBE studies. There was an 
emphasis placed on the influence of their race, ethnicity and gender with consideration 
being given to their individual leadership styles in the exploratory study (Chin, 2013).  
The study supported that the leaders validated common leadership dimensions and 
their individual situation of cultural disposition emerged as an element consistent with 
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what is referred to as a humane orientation and collaborative leadership style. According 
to the study, leaders of color and women leaders appeared to have a stronger connection 
between their ethnic and gender identities when compared with White male leaders. The 
author of the study confirmed that there was an impactful influence on the individuals’ 
exercise of leadership when social identities, lived experiences and minority status were 
considered. The author also maintains that this presents both challenges and strengths 
(Chin, 2013).  
Hannum et al. (2015) addressed the leadership issue for women seeking senior 
level leadership positions. The authors argue that change is happening in higher 
education which will require more diverse leadership abilities at all levels. They insisted 
that statistics indicate that women are underrepresented at the senior-most levels. These 
authors conducted research on 35 senior level women at institutions of higher education 
and explored their pathways into these senior leadership roles and their experiences of 
being leaders in this modern-day higher education system (Hannum et al., 2015).   
The authors’ research focused on semi-structured interviews. After the interviews 
were coded and analyzed, the results generated were a statistical comparison of the 
experiences of White women and women of color. This research aimed was to contribute 
to a deeper understanding of the experiences of women in senior leadership positions in 
higher education. The authors maintained that the women leaders in this study provided 
more detailed descriptions of the positive aspects of being in a leadership role. They 
concluded that highlighting positive aspects associated with being in a leadership role are 
important because the testimonies provide a more balanced perspective about the varied 
experiences of being a senior woman leader in higher education (Hannum et. al, 2015).  
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Curtis (2017) also offered a perspective on the experiences of Black women as 
leaders and as educators. The author stated that there is a need for culturally relevant 
theories. These theories are needed that address the needs of Black women with 
consideration also being given to their lived experiences. Just as other researchers on the 
topic of culturally diverse leadership include Black women, the study adds to what is 
viewed as the field of race research that has emergent. The study provides a more holistic 
understanding of Black women leaders’ unique perspectives and pathways. According to 
this research, the women’s experience was presented through their identities, and reflect 
the double jeopardy they experience of being Black women (Curtis, 2017).  
Davis and Brown (2017) tackled how Black female faculty (BFF) automatically 
face what they consider to be struggles of their unconscious while entering into the 
academy, even as junior faculty. According to the authors, this can result in a sense of 
burnout and overcompensation to lessen the oppressive experiences linked to race and 
gender. In their article, they conceptualize and thoroughly review the literature 
highlighting the adversity that many BFF contend with at institutions of higher education.  
The authors reiterated the importance of studying the role of BFF and how it can 
lead to transformation and diversification within the culture and climate of higher 
education institutions. Studying the role will increase access to other BFF in the academy 
and create more awareness of the issue. Their research included a detailed review of the 
literature, and the findings still show that Black women are contending with various 
issues that are playing a role in mitigating similar success enjoyed by other faculty 
members of a different gender and/or race. The authors maintained that those issues are 
also characterized by fighting to prove their worth, disproving stereotypes, and 
 
31 
maintaining the self-efficacy necessary to persist through the seemingly automatic and 
pervasive discounts that contribute to substantial burdens for Black female faculty. 
However, there are numerous Black female faculty that still find a way to persevere in 
academia (Davis & Brown, 2017). 
Davis and Maldonado (2015) also conducted a research study that explored the 
intersectionality of race and gender for African American women through their lived 
experiences, and how this affected their development as leaders. In their qualitative 
study, they focused on the implications of race and gender for African American women 
in academia. The study resulted in similar emerging themes of other researchers that were 
obtained from the experiences of how these African American women progressed 
through their leadership development.  The five women participants in this study 
confirmed that it was the juxtaposition of race and gender that shaped their leadership 
development in academia. During the interviews, each of the participants confirmed that 
intersection of race and gender affected their leadership development and their career 
trajectories confirmed it (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). 
Gasman et al. (2015) discussed diversity leadership for Black women and 
explored the lack of diversity at the eight Ivy League institutions from the lens of Critical 
Race Theory. The authors included a comprehensive literature review of the scholarship 
related to diversity in academe as hey hone in on the areas of elite institutions and 
administration. The authors used a methodological approach that draws more traditional 
and historical methods that included archival research that reviewed documents while 
considering their context, and providing interpretation.  
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The data from this study provided proof that institutions, and more specifically, 
elite institutions of higher education need work to increase the racial and ethnic diversity 
at the senior leadership levels (Gasman et al., 2015). The authors suggest increasing 
diversity at the position of the president. They maintained that there should be a strategy 
in place to attract and hire senior level administrators of color, no matter if the pool might 
be relatively small. These types of higher education institutions should work strategically 
on efforts to employ more faculty of color into administrative positions. There should be 
a strategy incorporated that focuses on increasing the number of faculty members of color 
and to increase the applicant pool of potential faculty members of color. This tactic, 
according to the authors, will assist in having a positive effect on change needed in the 
diversity within the pipeline to faculty and other leadership positions in higher education 
for Black women.  This will ultimately increase the quality of the experiences these 
students of color have currently (Gasman et al., 2015). 
Gamble (2015) suggested that there are few studies published that focus on 
valuable career paths to Black women pursuing an executive leadership position in a 
postsecondary institution. The process of ascending into a leadership role in 
postsecondary institutions was relayed by this author through face-to-face semi-
structured interviews of 10 Black women inside postsecondary institutions in the state of 
Georgia that had already secured positions at executive leadership level. From this 
research, ten common themes emerged in terms of barriers to African American females 
acquiring a position in higher education administration.  
Gamble (2015) stated that diversity in mentorship and leadership programs could 
serve to produce future administrators and create access for connecting potential leaders 
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in administration to individuals from varying experiences including their culture and 
background. This process would allow for appointed individuals or future leaders to be 
introduced to different individuals that may be an available mentor or work in higher 
education. This could lessen the threat of any barriers to securing a position in higher 
education. The author went on to say that, aspects of the postsecondary institutions 
should be foundationally connected to diversity awareness and tied to leadership through 
the curriculum, orientation, and professional development. This will ensure that the 
environment created will be conducive to maintaining diversity in the higher education 
institution and assist minority students and stakeholders within the institution and that are 
part of the higher educational process (Gamble, 2015).  
Horsford (2012) contextualized the previously published research literature that is 
referred to as bridge leadership. The author says that Black women leaders in the United 
States have traditionally practiced this. Bridge leadership centers on leadership 
development for the areas of diversity, equity, and social justice in education. Horsford’s 
primary goal was to illustrate the intersectionality of race and gender dynamic 
experienced by the Black woman leaders. The author maintains that bridge leadership 
lends itself, in many instances, to these women leaders serving as a bridge between others 
in various and often-complicated situations over time. The essay was part of a larger 
related discussion of a Black feminism. The intersections of race and gender identities 
were the main concepts of the project. There were varying contextual nuances that were 
important indicators considered in the development of the emerging leadership 
philosophies, epistemologies, and practices (Horsford, 2012).  
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Horsford (2015) stated that the process of learning how Black women have 
historically been effective in connecting causes such as racial justice, issues surrounding 
gender equality, civil rights, and concerns of human rights to reflect the most 
comprehensive and compassionate efforts displayed in many other social justice projects 
is noteworthy. Included in the essay is the fact that there are extensive leadership and 
management practices that emphasize the traits or characteristics of leaders as an 
important part of leadership practice.  However, there continues to be an inadequate 
amount of research on the experiences these Black women have had as it relates to their 
unique dispositions, and points of view of leaders that are outside the norm of being 
White and male. The author also suggested that there must be an incorporation of 
additional practices that help improve the field of education through leadership 
development practices. The suggestion, from this author, is that examination of 
intersectional identities and bridge leadership of Black women can assist with those 
efforts (Horsford, 2015). 
Horsford & Tillman (2012) also set out to examine the educational leadership of 
Black women in the United States using race and gender to give perspective on their 
positionalities and experiences. The authors placed an emphasis on the intersections of 
these marginalized identities in school and community contexts. The study maintained 
that there be a continued effort to examine the intersectional identities of Black female 
scholars and leaders in both K-12 and higher education. The authors suggest that 
observing these Black female scholars and leaders with a theoretical context would give 
insight to their lived experiences including work of lives. The authors surmised, just as 
previous researchers in this area did, that more research on this topic will benefit not only 
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Black women aspiring to positions of leadership in higher education, but will be of 
benefit to the higher education ecosystem in general (Horsford & Tillman, 2012). 
Knipfer et al. (2017) also delved into using research about gender and academic 
leadership to create a modern training curriculum built around the complex and 
distinctive demands of women in and aspiring to leadership positions in academia. These 
authors addressed this developmental process using an evidence-based approach 
methodology that they considered context-specific. The authors maintained there was an 
emphasis on self-directed leadership development. Knipfer et.al. (2017) were also of the 
opinion that the unique characteristics of the training from the curriculum would boost 
the desire for these women to want to lead. By increasing their academic leadership 
knowledge this would motivate them to pursue the support they needed to work toward 
ascension into leadership positions in higher education (Knipfer, et. al, 2017). 
Leplowski (2009) compared personal variables of women and men based on their 
career ambitions and professional assets. These individuals currently occupy positions 
that place them in the trajectory of becoming future leaders of colleges and universities 
and serving in the capacity of presidents. Like many other studies, the author agreed that 
women remain significantly underrepresented in the higher-level positions of higher 
education administration. The study indicated from the results that by excluding the 
personal variable of having the sense of being bound by geographic mobility, it appeared 
that female and male administrators act similarly with regard to their ambitions to 
advance their careers and enhance their professional assets. The findings of the study 
maintained that the academic pipeline in higher education from dean to president does 
not expose a difference in the characteristics or choices made by women that could 
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contribute to a leak in the process.  These findings suggest the more probable cause of the 
problem could be blockages. Attributing to the blockages are institutional and societal 
barriers that are exposed when inquiry and strong attempts to challenge the status quo are 
warranted. Therefore, combating the challenges that lead to barriers of gender disparity in 
higher education administration can improve the landscape and make accessibility to 
diverse populations such as Black women more commonplace (Leplowski, 2009). 
Lewis (2012) produced a qualitative ethnographic research study with an 
emphasis on work/life balance concerns. The study set out to determine if work/life 
balance contributes to the underrepresentation of African American women in 
administrative, management, and higher-level leadership positions in the United States 
workforce. The author examined factors that lead professional Generation X African 
American women employees to shun or abandon management and higher-level 
leadership positions within the workforce. The study also explored what the perceived 
work/life balance concerns of professional African American women were and 
expounded upon how that affected their retention rates within management and higher-
level leadership positions within the workforce (Lewis, 2012).  
The study, according to the author, indicated there was a need for more awareness 
of the underlying reason employees choose not to pursue managerial and leadership 
positions. The author also stated that there is a need for more trust between leaders and 
their employees and that those leaders and employees must communicate about work/life 
balance issues immediately when they occur (Lewis, 2012). This research also supported 
the idea that organizational leadership may need to implement ways to accommodate 
family and work conflicts on a case-by-case basis to assist those who may need help to 
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mitigate the problem. This will benefit everyone, and to have an open dialogue is adding 
to the increased awareness of how work/life balance can affect Black women’s decision 
to pursue leadership positions (Lewis, 2012). 
Lloyd-Jones (2009) added to the field of study with a qualitative single-case-study 
that examined the lived experiences of an African American woman in a senior-level 
administrator position at a PWI.  The study found that, again, there were barriers that the 
individual encountered that contradicted her trust achievement ideology. The barriers 
correlated to issues related to race, gender, and social class. The author said this could 
create negative influences on work experience concerning productivity and satisfaction. 
The author also maintains that this could ultimately affect the overall career experience. 
In this study, the experiences of the participants supported dichotomous pull between 
personal beliefs in the achievement ideology and personal lived experiences as a Black 
woman at a PWI (Lloyd-Jones, 2009). 
Parker (2004) focused on an alternative view of leadership that centers on a 
multicultural phenomenon that delves beyond the simplistic dualistic constructs of 
“masculine” and “feminine” leadership. This alternative view also focuses more 
specifically, on what the author deems as leadership, including the management of 
meaning and the concept of an organizational leader (Parker, 2004). According to Parker, 
this narrative on leadership takes up the charge put forth by innovative leadership 
scholars and assists them in envisioning new forms of leadership for the 21st century (see 
Avolio & Bass, 2002; Greenleaf, 1977; Rose, 1991; Wheatley, 1992).  
The premise of Parker’s (2004) work was based on the ideas that African 
American women’s approaches to leadership emerge from a certain way of viewing 
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complex and contradictory life experiences. The author also stated that African American 
women provide an exemplar of the meaning-centered way of leadership in 21st-century 
organizations that eliminates traditional notions of the concepts of masculine and 
feminine leadership. By doing this, the author states there is a shift in the focus and 
approach that allows a clearer view of some of the tensions and paradoxes in the 
leadership process (Parker, 2004).   
Rosette et al. (2016) conducted research based on a couple of types of biases 
against women leaders. The first bias was based on what the authors termed agentic 
deficiency, which is a perception that women have marginal potential in leadership. The 
second bias termed by the authors was agentic penalty, which consists of a repercussion 
for the term counter-stereotypical behavior. The authors maintain that this typically is 
assumed that descriptive, prescriptive, and proscriptive biases in these forms of 
stereotypes are similar for women across racial groups (Rosette et al., 2016).  
The authors discussed that the literature review and analysis support that based on 
the context of gender and leadership research there were two dimensions of agency, 
competence and dominance. These dimensions aligned with perceptions of agentic 
deficiency and agentic penalty. The authors confirmed through their analysis that there 
are prevalent stereotypes that appear to follow Black and Asian American women. The 
authors maintain that these stereotypes are generally applicable to the two types of biases 
against women leaders (Rosette et al., 2016). 
Smith (2015), in adding to the field of literature of African American women in 
leadership positions in higher education, completed an extensive literature review that 
evaluated and examined the future role of African American women in academic 
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leadership. Smith, through her review, also identified the achievement gap in leadership 
of African American women. The review indicated that this is due to several contributing 
factors, which include that African American women leadership preparation is critical 
and that there should be a continued commitment to advancement to combat the realities 
of African American women not having a viable career path to academic leadership 
(Smith, 2015). 
Stephens-Campbell (2009) called for the recruitment of more diversity in 
leadership. The author maintained that there was a need for more leaders that come from 
diverse backgrounds and that there is a need to create a professional and supportive 
atmosphere for these leaders to be authentic in their leadership style. This type of 
environment would allow them to be effective and to provide a more positive influence in 
leadership practice.  This article expounded upon The Investing in Diversity program, 
which provided future Black and global majority leaders the opportunity to participate in 
activities of reflection. The reflection activities focused on how they see themselves and 
their individualized leadership philosophies (Stephens-Campbell, 2009).  
The program’s premise is to create a more diverse representation in workforce 
and leadership within schools. This will in turn help make a positive difference, 
especially to communities that traditionally have been failed by the system (Stephens-
Campbell, 2009). The author maintains that these aspirations would never come to 
fruition unless there is an emphasis of priority associated with leadership preparation 
programs that produce leaders in pursuit of equity and social justice.  
Stephens-Campbell (2009) also argued that there is need for a paradigm shift that 
goes beyond a superficial change of the face of leadership. The author concluded that 
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diversity creates and invitation of inclusion to Black leaders and affirms their value. With 
this, the author stated various challenges were presented, but also affirmed that the 
learning sets developed during the year from the program make it possible for there to be 
no separation between Black leaders’ personal living philosophies and the principles they 
adhere to in their professionally (Stephens-Campbell, 2009). 
Wolfe and Dilworth (2015) published a qualitative meta-synthesis using 
comparative analysis to induce categories across relevant existing research about African 
American women in leadership positions in academia. Phase one of this study included 
500 articles, various books, scholarly papers, and research reports on African American 
administrators in higher education administration between the years 1964-2014. In phase 
2, the authors generated themes extrapolating findings from a three-stage iterative process 
of analysis (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015).  
The authors’ review of literature, which was guided a qualitative meta-synthesis 
methodology of the findings, maintained that there must be an examination of cultural 
context specifically at PWIs (Wolfe & Dilworth 2015). They continued with the notion 
that leadership disparity of African Americans and other administrators of color in higher 
education must include focus on intersectional group relations, and there should be a 
reference given to PWI institution’s historical pattern of exclusivity. Their findings 
support that the disparity between African Americans, other administrators of color, and 
their White counterparts has become an institutionally acceptable practice in higher 
education. Minority inclusion should be part of the strategic plans to guide the 
recruitment process within higher education and provide support of retention efforts, and 
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the assessment of minority representation at the university administrative level (Wolfe & 
Dilworth, 2015). 
Benjamin (1997) produced research that supported that Black women 
administrators and faculty are affected by thematic issues that encompass identity, power, 
and change. In this study, the author explores the impact of the intersectionality of racism 
and sexism in higher education. The framework used is considered holistic in its 
approach in that by utilizing multiple approaches including conceptual, empirical, and 
experiential the research would serve to assist in how to understand and document racism 
and sexism. These stories were weaved together to highlight opportunity and adversities 
that hinder Black women's voices and have resulted in what they say is an absence from 
scholarly literature (Benjamin, 1997).  
The author alluded that there is a voice, particularly in women's studies, Black 
studies, ethnic studies, and multicultural studies that overlooks intersectionality and the 
effect it has on many of the issues of concern. The author stated that the purpose of the 
work that was embarked upon was to help fill the knowledge void of the intersections of 
race, gender, class, and ethnicity in those areas (Benjamin, 1997).  
Davis and Brown (2017) co-authored an article on the conceptualization that there 
needed to be an exhaustive review of the literature of the adversity that many Black 
women faculty must struggle with in institutions of higher education. The authors, in 
their approach, emphasized that there should be great significance placed on studying the 
role of Black female faculty. They said the emphasis should be on how important this 
process would be to transform and diversify the culture and climate of these higher 
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education institutions. The results would be increased awareness and accessibility to 
other Black female faculty experiences in the academy (Davis & Brown, 2017).  
The authors surmised, like other researchers, that Black women are struggling 
with varying issues that can prevent and delay many of the same successes achieved by 
other faculty members that may have a different gender and/or race. The authors maintain 
that these issues are characterized by constant battles to validate their worth, refute 
stereotypes, and maintain the self-efficacy needed to successfully navigate the higher 
education career ladder. The results in this article note that despite the varying issues of 
concern that can lead into these heavy burdens for Black female faculty, many are 
learning thrive in academia, particularly in different institution types (Davis & Brown, 
2017).  
 Henry (2010) set out to try to maintain a dialogue in regards to the impact of the 
systemic racism and the effects it may have on the success Black women are achieving 
that are employed in higher education. The author noted that the literature supports that it 
is imperative for Black women to form connections as peers and mentors with one 
another in order to unite in the fight of the barriers they face within the academy. The 
author stated that the effects of systemic racism as a force on the intersectionality of these 
women and their lack of representation in the profession makes this recommendation 
extremely problematic to implement in many academic environments, and makes it 
basically impossible in others (Henry, 2010). 
Henry (2010) used frameworks that emphasize a focus on intersectionality, Black 
feminist thought, and critical race theory. These frameworks were used as the foundation 
to spur discussions on innovative ways that could create opportunities to acknowledge 
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and promote the success of Black women working in academia. The author suggests that 
Black women in the academy should be proactive and use of their collective energies to 
participate in formal and informal mentoring relationships to experience their most 
successful journeys through the academy. They must pursue conventional and 
unconventional opportunities that offer connection and accessibility (Henry, 2010).  
Johnson-Bailey & Cervero (2008) gave a research participant the opportunity to 
research and express her lived experiences as a Black female professor, and gave her the 
opportunity to explore this with a White male professor. The authors ventured to examine 
and document the contrasts in the individual experiences as Black female professors in 
academia by exploring how the intersectionality of race and gender had an influence on 
their pathways and shaped their experiences. The authors’ used journal excerpts, personal 
accounts and a comparative list of privileges to highlight the different experiences and 
personal perceptions about their experiences at a research university. The article 
magnified the depiction of their combined forty years in academia and supports that 
White men and Black women have vastly different experiences. The differences in the 
experiences support that Black woman and White men are regarded and treated 
differently in academic settings by colleagues and students (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 
2008).  
The research study conducted by Johnson-Bailey & Cervero (2008) also 
uncovered manifestations of this disparate treatment and confirmed that they largely 
happen in classroom and faculty interactions. The authors examined each professors' 
interpersonal relationships with people and their institution and the findings supported 
that Black women were often viewed as a second-class where they are often fighting 
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narratives of hostility directed at them, feelings of isolation, and lack of respect. 
Alternatively, the findings supported that White men live what is thought to be a typically 
epitome of the model academic life and is a respected scholar with the supporting 
narratives of being knowledgeable, having the capacity to understand complexity, and 
embodying objectivity (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2008).  
Malveaux (2013) focused on the progression and regression of African American 
women. This author built upon the notion that there are inequalities between African 
American women and other intersectional groups be it African American men or White 
men. The article gave light to research that supported that there are still vast differences 
in the progress reported when it comes to education attainment of African American 
women and overall employment levels. The author highlights the difference in income 
levels, access to healthcare and medical services, and the incarceration rates between 
African American women and all others. The focus was on the fact that there are 
significant gaps when there is comparison of African American women to other groups 
(which include African American men and White women). The author maintains that 
these are historical issues of concern and that these persistence inequalities are just as 
relevant in present day time and are still being reported as it relates to education 
attainment levels, employment levels, overall income levels, access to healthcare and 
medical services, and incarceration rates (Malveaux, 2013).  
Malveaux (2013) maintained that according to some experts, racial equality has 
been achieved in the United States and that affirmative action has slowed.  However, 
according to the author, the evidence shows that there is disparity, as it relates to African 
American women; it still exists, especially for African American women in the lower 
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ranks of income distribution (Malveaux, 2013). The author stated that the economic 
status of Black women is still lower in comparison to White women, and Malveaux gives 
the case in point, according to the Insight Center for Community Economic 
Development, that a single, middle-aged White woman has an average net worth of 
$42,600. In comparison, a single middle-aged Black woman has an average net worth of 
is $5 (Malveaux, 2013).  The author maintains that this and other existing disparities that 
are related to the intersectionality of African American women affect their children and 
their educational opportunities and careers (Malveaux, 2013). 
Rosser-Mims’ (2010) study was written from the lens of Black feminism. The 
author gave a historical account of and gave an informative perspective to the contextual 
adversities that have contributed to African American women’s leadership development. 
The picture painted from the Black feminist lens is a reminder that oppression has 
become institutionalized and thus is often times invisible to those that may be culturally 
different from African American women when there is not critical thought behind these 
forces. 
Rosser-Mims (2010) states that it is critical that Black women be engaged on all 
levels of holistic education and political activism because groups that suffer unjust 
oppression can succeed. The fight for social change, equitable education and economic 
parity is paramount. This work also surmised that Black women have and will continue to 
thrive as they manage the struggles that lead to barriers related to the intersections of sex, 
race, and class. Rosser-Mims (2010) also offered an historical analysis of explanations of 
how Black women evolved into leadership roles through the lens of Black feminism, 
which created an alternate perspective than the one produced by the dominant culture. 
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The picture painted, according to the author, is a distorted one based on intellectual 
inferiority and powerlessness (Rosser-Mims 2010). 
Perkins (2015) examined higher education access for African American women in 
the United States prior to and after the founding of the Association for the Study of Negro 
Life and History (ASNLH) in 1915. The author examined the existing efforts that 
educated African American women undertook to ensure that other African American 
women were provided additional educational opportunities. The essay examined aspects 
of how African American women in higher education accessed leadership development. 
The author had a primary emphasis on the constructs of race, gender, and class and 
focused on their intersectionality through the lens of BFT. The overall emphasis in this 
essay examined the types of education African American women were able to access in 
the United States related to secondary education and higher education (Perkins, 2015).  
Perkins’ (2015) research supports that African American men seemingly gained 
civil rights more quickly than women and that these civil rights were out of reach and 
denied to women in general. This had a direct influence on the attitudes of men and 
women about African American women’s matriculation through higher education. The 
essay maintains that there was an increase to the access to formal education for African 
Americans during the late 19th through the 20th century. However, there was still a 
pronounced gender disparity in higher education and thus, resulted in social and cultural 
significance of having an adverse effect on higher education accessibility of African 
American women.  Ultimately, the essay concludes that various organizations including 
many civil rights organization and other intellectual based and advancement type 
organizations, remained gender specific or male-dominated. This had a systematically 
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exclusionary effect on the visibility of women in higher education. The results confirmed 
an absence of African American women in higher education who identified having 
varying intersectional identities (Perkins, 2015).  
Rosette & Livingston (2012) supported that there is a continued debate on 
whether individuals with multiple subordinate intersectional identities, such as Black 
women, experience a greater degree of negative perceptions of them as a leader than do 
leaders with single-subordinate identities such as Black men and White women. Results 
of this research confirmed that Black women leaders suffered at a greater degree than 
those who only had a single-subordinate intersectional identity. The authors maintained 
that, just like other results in this area of research, Black women suffer from double 
marginalization and were evaluated more negatively than Black men and White women. 
They concurred that this appeared to take place only under conditions where there has 
been organizational failure. 
Rosette & Livingston (2012) suggests that examining the conditions of 
organizational success between the male and female groups with consideration being 
given to the intersections of gender and race, and considering comparably to each other, 
all other minority groups were evaluated as less favorable compared to White men. They 
also support that leader typicality, which supports that these individuals exhibit 
characteristics that are associated leadership ability. This resulted in a skewed perception 
of the leader with respect to their race and gender, and organizational performance as an 
effective leader. Overall, according to the authors’ research, the results of the study 
suggest that Black women leaders carry the brunt of the burden of being 
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disproportionately affected and penalized for mishaps they have at work (Rosette & 
Livingston, 2012).  
Stanley (2009) maintained there was a need to support studying perspectives of 
leadership from the lens of the African American woman. Stanley (2009) focused on the 
concept of intersectionality and said that there was need for more sociocultural theories in 
the field of human resource development (HRD). The author states that the theories 
should address constructs of intersectionality in the leadership experience to bring a 
holistic perspective on the professional development of African American women. The 
author’s work was part of other synthesized discussions from similar articles that also 
support the argument for more inclusive sociocultural theories for the advancement of 
HRD theory and to inform HRD practice. The research produced from this study support 
a need for adequate theory for practice and suggests that more discussions in the area can 
be used to increase understanding of intersectionality and the affects they have on the 
lived experiences of African American women leaders in predominantly White 
organizations (Stanley, 2009). 
Turner (2007) maintained that data suggested that only approximately three 
percent of the college and university presidents in 2007 were women of color. Turner 
surmised that while the numbers were still extremely low, many of these women of color 
are making historical strides based on their gender, race and ethnicity, as they become 
some of the firsts as presidents of public, baccalaureate degree–granting colleges and 
universities. Turner’s findings support some fundamental factors lead to successful 
presidencies. This research maintained that there is significant importance placed on goal 
setting by the three presidents. These women presidents confirmed keeping institutional 
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goals a priority, and that their successes were a result of adhering to their vision and 
values, which included supporting their communities and leading through 
acknowledgement of their individual cultural and gendered identities (Turner, 2007).  
The author’s research supports that they describe a sense of gratitude for their 
individually unique campuses and how their intersectional identities complement their 
campus and the populations they serve. Turner mentioned that the presidents expressed 
the significance of networking with and reading about the lived experiences of other 
women of color was beneficial to them as minority presidents of colleges in the United 
States (Turner, 2007). 
Opportunities for African American women that aspire to leadership positions in 
higher education is a barrier. Scholarly research confirms that this barrier does exist. The 
barrier of access to leadership highlighted by the published research supports that not 
having opportunity for leadership development can lead to a gap of African American 
women in leadership positions in higher education. The research highlighted on the 
barriers to access to leadership include leadership styles for marginalized individuals 
including African American women are influenced by their race, ethnicity, and gender. 
African American women leaders experience double jeopardy based on race and gender. 
African American women leaders struggle with proving their worth, disproving 
stereotypes, and maintaining self-efficacy to continue pursuing leadership positions. 
Issues of microaggressions and voicing and silencing of these women in the academy 
were documented as oppressive behaviors that hinder African American women in 
gaining leadership opportunities. 
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 Lastly, opportunity for leadership development can occur for these women if 
higher education institutions, specifically PWIs, commit to diversifying the pipeline for 
recruitment of senior level faculty, staff, and administrators, which will combat 
institutional and societal barriers and assist in the effort to close the access to opportunity 
gap for these women to transition into leadership positions. 
African American women who aspire to leadership positions at PWI institutions 
of higher education have a unique perspective and their experiences have led them to 
develop various coping strategies to manage work challenges. These coping strategies are 
used to comfort and assist them in their efforts to push through barriers to entry into 
leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education. This leads them to explore 
various coping strategies as a mechanism to remain steadfast and committed to their 
journey to mitigate the barriers to transcend into leadership positions in the academy. 
Coping Strategies 
Johnson and Thomas (2012) researched what they say are challenges that are 
persistent and create inequity in higher education, which in many instances positions 
Black women as outsiders within their academic environments. The authors state that this 
subjects’ Black women to situation where they use varying strategies, which include 
perpetual compromise to achieve any sense of power as they lead through their salient 
identities to find their unique voices. They offer the concept that Black women’s status 
internationally “at the margins” continues to be a one of the less explored leadership 
styles in human resource development HRD (Johnson & Thomas, 2012).  
Johnson and Thomas (2012) said that because Black women everywhere probably 
engage in varying types of coping strategies because they are often operating from the 
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margins domestically and internationally.  Therefore, Black women everywhere are often 
engaging in these types of coping strategies in an effort to achieve power, use their 
saliency to enhance their leadership identity, and create a space for their unique 
perspective and voice. The authors maintain that a multi-perspective approach to HRD 
theory is vital to the endeavor and can be one of the most critical components for positive 
change in the future of organizational structures, specifically in higher education. Their 
study of the literature calls for the gathering and the unification of mentors. This creates 
opportunity for upward and traditional mentoring and gives leaders opportunities for 
advocacy and service as sponsors for these women. These opportunities afforded to the 
mentors encourage them to listen to Black women’s voices and experiences first hand.  
Johnson and Thomas (2012) further suggest that affinity groups can be optimal 
sources for discovering and identifying leadership talent and providing opportunities to 
communicate with leadership. In addition, improving succession-planning efforts can 
also have a positive influence on the work experiences of Black women in their pursuit of 
leadership positions. The authors suggest that there should be an appreciation of the 
realisms that influence these women in these positions. The professional environments of 
these women should be integrated with their realisms in order assist them with advancing 
their careers into leadership positions. 
Hinton (2009) discussed the experiences of a Black female academic working in 
higher education at a PWI institution. The author’s work uses Black Feminist Theory to 
examine these experiences and to provide an appropriate framework for analysis. Hinton 
(2009) suggested that Black women are historically marginalized while working in the 
majority of PWI institutions of higher education. The author also affirmed that 
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historically this has been shrouded in negative connotations. This article suggests that 
Black women in academe have viewed this position as one of power to be used to benefit 
them towards their aspirations to of tenure and promotion (Hinton, 2009).  
The personal experiences of marginalization that Black women in academia have 
experienced has been highlighted in this work. The question raised, according to the 
author, centered on the validity of surviving at the center. The author’s research discussed 
that the goal of all academics, no matter where the location, is on the social hierarchy. 
Therefore, the goal is to reside in the mainstream (Hinton, 2009).  The author questioned 
if there should be a shift in order for the marginalized to assimilate to fit into a mold 
created for them. On the other hand, should those that are marginalized embrace 
themselves as part of the same community that survives within the margins, where there 
is creative value placed on them. He stated that being marginalized was often viewed as 
negative, but it can empower African American women and create a community of 
creativity from the margins to help them reach their leadership goals (Hinton, 2009). 
Hinton (2009) suggests that migrating to the center could be costly. The author 
recommended that continuing to occupy the margins should be viewed as a value added 
strategy. This could be viewed as a place to resist and to question those attempting to 
diminish and question the legitimacy of the marginalized in reference to the work and 
their voice. The author maintained that this position of power is where individuals can 
find security in their distinctiveness, and garner and bask in the respect and value that 
their contributions make to the discipline and the margins (Hinton, 2009). 
Holder et al. (2015) produced a study to explore the experiences of racial 
microaggressions in the workplace and what coping strategies of Black women managers 
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in corporate American positions engaged in. They conducted semi-structured interviews 
of 10 Black women with experience working as senior-level corporate professionals. The 
women confirmed through this study that they felt that they indeed had to cope with 
subtle racism that implicitly exists in contemporary U.S. society (Holder et al., 2015).  
The participants indicated they had personal experiences of racism in the 
workplace and through this phenomenological study, the authors were able to uncover 
and explore on a deeper level into the lived experiences of the women and how they were 
able to cope. Several racial microaggression themes emerged including issues 
surrounding environmental manifestations and combating stereotypes about Black 
women. This highlights something that universally influences the Black professional 
woman and her work experience in coping with feelings of invisibility and exclusion. 
Another overarching coping strategy engaged in by these women to cope with racial 
microagressions included turning more to religion and spirituality.  These women also 
engaged in strategies and techniques they used to armor themselves mentally and 
emotionally. Constant shifting or code switching was used to create a sense of belonging 
and acceptance to minimize the stress from racial microaggressions. Many of these 
women admitted to using various support networks and affinity groups to combat feelings 
of invisibility and exclusion. Lastly, the opportunity to network through sponsorship and 
mentorship, and practice self-care was identified as a coping strategy. (Holder et al., 
2015). 
Howard-Baptiste and Harris (2014) explored the historical and modern-day 
adversities of Black female scholars. The authors surmised that Black female scholars 
overcame various obstacles of opposition in higher education. Part of their research 
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included a review of the most recent literature on the subject matter, and they offered 
personal insight of our temporary stints in higher education. The authors concluded this 
study by suggesting that Black women have had to make difficult choices in hostile 
situations and in doing so, they believed that the trajectory they embarked upon would 
cultivate an environment for aspiring Black female academics. The authors suggest that 
an accepting and supportive environment is vital for these Black female scholars to be 
creative, to educate others, and push advocacy for social justice.  Moreover, doing this 
would allow more Black women better cope when entering into the academy and help 
them to stay in the academy. 
Walker (2009) took a closer look at the role that faith and spirituality contribute to 
the real life experiences of African American women in predominantly White 
organizations. According to the article, faith and spirituality are sources for coping and 
thriving in atypical conditions and situations that converge upon them because of 
intersectionality within varying environments. Walker (2009) highlights insightful 
personal accounts about how faith and spirituality have affected experiences in various 
leadership roles. The author also placed emphasis on the historical and cultural 
background of faith and spirituality and what role it played in the leadership experiences 
of African American women leaders (Walker, 2009). 
 Walker’s (2009) discussion centers on the various ways that faith and spirituality 
have provided a safe space for many African American women leaders when they have 
been faced with adversities in predominantly White organizations. This study introduced 
faith and spirituality as a way to sustain during the struggles that African American 
women leaders experience in predominantly White organizations. The author mentioned 
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that although religion and spirituality are a commonality and tradition to African 
American women, they were not necessarily commonplace in the discussion of leadership 
in general. In conclusion, the article suggests that the process of exploring faith and 
spirituality in the leadership experience as a coping strategy for African American 
women offered new perspectives and gave a voice to these women as it relates to their 
workplace values and beliefs to be successful in leadership roles. 
Wheatherspoon-Robinson (2013) highlighted data that supports that women are 
now making up more than half of the workforce numbers in America in traditional 
organizations; however, men disproportionately hold leadership roles.  On an even 
smaller scale, this article touched on the fact that 30% of the small number of African 
American women employed in the workforce, hold professional or management 
positions. The author notes that these women in general are more educated and highly 
qualified, and transformational than their male counterparts (Wheatherspoon-Robinson, 
2013).  
Wheatherspoon-Robinson (2013) supports that African American female leaders 
can experience varying barriers that include negative labels, and biases driven by 
organizational cultures because of their intersectionality that hinders their career 
opportunities. The author stated that Black feminist research suggests that social norms 
typically push these women in subordinate roles more often when compared to men in 
society (Wheatherspoon-Robinson, 2013).   
Like other research in the field, this research suggests that African American 
women are subjected to social barriers more frequently because of their additional 
societal disadvantages fueled by racism. Wheatherspoon-Robinson (2013) also 
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articulated that literature on African American female leadership outlines many barriers, 
and reiterates there is limited literature that highlights an appreciation for Black female 
leadership that is influenced by individualized style characteristics, subject matter 
expertise, and personal experience within their organizations (Wheatherspoon-Robinson, 
2013). 
This study shined a light on Black women’s leadership styles and the resilience 
that is required to cope with highs and lows within their career paths and to help them 
maintain success in their positions (Wheatherspoon-Robinson, 2013).  The author 
suggests that despite it all, Black women continue to pursue higher education and gain 
access to relevant work experience, while working to be amidst those trailblazers who 
were amongst the “few and only.”  Various coping strategies are needed and used to help 
these women navigate the practices related to concrete or glass ceilings, and combat 
biases and discrimination.  In conclusion, the author states that underlying issues still 
exist in modern times because the evidence is in the low participation rates of Black 
Women in leadership positions (Wheatherspoon-Robinson, 2013). 
Engaging in coping strategies to combat workplace stress due to barriers to entry 
is commonplace for African American women that aspire to leadership positions in 
higher education at PWI institutions of higher education. Scholarly research confirms 
this. The barrier of access to leadership positions highlighted by that published research 
supports that the gap in leadership, due to barriers experienced by these women, leads to 
the use of various coping strategies. These coping strategies include seeking social 
support and affinity groups, finding passion projects outside of their work identities, 
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engaging in physical exercise to relieve stress, and relying on faith, spirituality, and 
prayer for guidance while managing difficult work challenges.  
In conclusion, this literature review based on the perceived absence of African 
American women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education 
highlighted scholarly research supporting that there are indeed legitimate barriers to 
access for African American women who aspire to leadership positions in the academy. 
These women’s access to mentorship can be quite limited because there are so few other 
African American women to emulate. Their opportunities to ascend into leadership 
positions can be extremely difficult to navigate because of the limited access to 
mentorship and leadership development and training. The marginalized status of African 
American women in academe increases as it relates to their intersectionality of race and 
gender and this can impede their progression into positions of leadership.  Many of these 
women have incorporated coping strategies to assist them in their efforts, but as the 
research shows, there has been little measureable progress made in nearly 50 years. 
However, the continued exploration of the overarching themes of this literature review 
which include barriers, mentorship, leadership, and coping strategies will lead to 
increasing the dialogue and add to the narrative to assist in producing viable 
recommendations that address pathways and plans of action for future African American 




CHAPTER III - METHODS 
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of African American 
women in leadership positions in PWI institutions of higher education with consideration 
given to the phenomenon of their perceived absence from positions of power and 
influence in academic settings. The information gained from this study will be useful for 
other African American or minority women who aspire to transition into leadership 
and/or administrator positions within higher education. This study will add depth and 
breadth to the overall discussion of African American women in leadership poisons in 
higher education and highlight their perceived barriers to entry as they climbed the 
proverbial higher education career ladder. This study presented African American women 
the opportunity to articulate their experiences and express their opinions on the subject. 
This study ensured that their experiences are not only documented but that these personal 
experiences are included in the narrative. These experiences can be used as a road map 
for other women with similar aspirations in the academy.  
Research Questions 
The following research questions guide this study:  
RQ1:  In what ways have barriers, mentorship, leadership, intersectionality, and 
coping strategies affected African American women's pursuit into leadership positions in 
higher education at PWI institutions of higher education?  
RQ2: What do African American women attribute to their ability to gain access 






This study was conducted with a mixed method approach to examine the 
experiences of African American women in leadership positions in higher education at 
PWI institutions of higher education, specifically, African American women in 
administrator positions at the five public four-year PWI institutions of higher education in 
Mississippi. This study included African American women in leadership positions of 
Assistant Director or higher at Delta State University (DSU), Mississippi State University 
(MSU), Mississippi University for Women (MUW), University of Mississippi (UM), and 
The University of Southern Mississippi (USM).  The quantitative approach of this study 
was conducted using an online Qualtrics survey that was emailed to the potential 
participants at these PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi. The online 
Qualtrics survey was used to gather information about their professional experiences and 
how their journeys have possibly been influenced by barriers, mentorship, leadership, and 
coping strategies. The number of participants for this study was small and only 
descriptive statistics are presented. 
Survey 
The quantitative portion of this study used an online Qualtrics survey that was 
emailed to participants for the study to gather demographic and statistical or numerical 
analysis.   
The qualitative approach of the study included open-ended semi-structured phone 
interviews.  The interviews were conducted with African American women in 
administrator positions at USM that held a position of Assistant Director or higher.  The 
data collected from the interviews was used to expound upon the quantitative data 
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collected and delve deeper into those experiences articulated to gain more personalized 
and authentic perspectives of their pathways to these leadership positions as 
administrators at USM and at the other public four-year PWI institutions of higher 
education in Mississippi. 
The interviews conducted addressed the ways that barriers, mentorship, 
leadership, and coping strategies have influenced these African American women in their 
transition into leadership positions in higher education at USM, and supported the data 
collected from the survey of the other African American women in leadership positions at 
the other public four-year PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi. The 
interviews offered these African American women the opportunity to express what they 
attributed to their ability to gain access to their leadership positions at USM despite the 
barriers they may have possibly experienced. 
Grounded Theory Methodology 
The qualitative portion of this study used grounded theory to provide explanation 
of the narrative that there is a perceived absence of African American women in 
leadership positions at public four-year PWI institutions of higher education such as 
USM. The grounded theory model was used to show that there is traditionally consensus 
among these types of documented experiences from other women with similar 
occupational circumstances that can support the narrative that there is a perception of an 
absence of African American women in leadership positions in PWI institutions of higher 
education.  From the interviews, the gathered research inductively supported that this 
phenomenon is true even at USM, and it was supported by the survey data of the other 
public four-year PWI institutions of higher education study participants.  
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The data collected from this portion of the study, the semi-structured interviews, 
was compared with other existing studies and related published research on this subject 
matter highlighted in Chapter II of this study. This provided support to the narrative that 
there is a perceived absence of African American women in leadership positions at PWI 
institutions of higher education by African American women in these leadership 
positions.  
The Researcher 
The researcher is a current PhD candidate at USM in the higher education PhD 
program and self-identifies as an African American woman who aspires to a position of 
leadership in higher education. The researcher has worked as a public employee in state 
government positions including economic development, business, and university relations 
in higher education for more than 17 years. She has often been the only African 
American women or one of a very few African American women in professional settings, 
which makes this research very applicable to her work related experiences. She has 
expressed that being in these types of work settings where the primary decision makers 
for issues surrounding economic independence, economic viability, and or mass access to 
higher education are being discussed for the entire population of Mississippians are 
primarily and traditionally White men. These White men serve as the decision makers 
because they are the ones that are primarily in the positions of leadership and influence.   
None of the potential participants will have a direct relationship with the 
researcher; therefore, there will be no conflicts of interest in reporting nor any issues with 





The participants included African American women in administrator positions at 
Mississippi’s five public four-year PWI institutions of higher education. Therefore, 
women who self-identify as African American and who the respective university Office 
of Institutional Research (OIR) identifies as being in administrator positions at the 
Assistant Director level or higher were invited to participate in an online Qualtrics survey 
that was used as quantitative data for the study. The women that met the criteria at USM 
were offered the opportunity to participate in semi-structured phone interviews for this 
study. The participants were purposefully chosen based on their race, gender, and 
institution position.  The contact information for the participants came from each of the 
universities OIR. 
Data Collection 
 The researcher was granted permission from the USM Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) to complete the study. The researcher created an electronic Qualtrics survey 
for the quantitative portion of the research study. The quantitative survey incorporated 
research questions that focused on the four overarching themes in Chapter II. The 
participants received an email invitation to participate in the quantitative portion of the 
study, and the survey was designed to be completed in approximately 10-15 minutes.  
The quantitative data was collected, coded, and analyzed. This data was used to support 
the data collected from the qualitative portion of the research, which was semi-structured 
phone interviews.  
The qualitative semi-structured interviews incorporated questions that focused on 
the four overarching themes from Chapter II and allowed for more in depth personal 
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descriptions and discussions for a deeper understanding of the participants experiences as 
African American women administrators at USM and the other public four-year PWI 
institutions of higher education in Mississippi. These women were encouraged to use 
their own words to articulate their experiences, and this was documented and used to 
support the study. 
Procedures Followed 
Approval was requested from the IRB at USM. When approval is obtained, the 
researcher emailed all other perspective universities OIR departments to request the 
survey be sent to potential research participants identified by that specific OIR. The 
potential participants were emailed a survey to collect the quantitative data for the 
research study. The participants at USM were offered the opportunity to be included in 
semi-structured phone interviews. An informed consent form was collected prior to each 
participant’s participation in the quantitative and qualitative portions of the research 
study. 
Participants were interviewed via phone. The interviews were recorded 
electronically by the researcher’s personal recording device. The individual researcher 
provided a non-disclosure form prior to recording the semi-structured interviews. None of 
the interviews were conducted without confirming the written and verbal informed 
consent of the participants. Participant interviews took place in a single interview session 
and the interviews were transcribed by the researcher.  
Data Analysis 
The online Qualtrics surveys were analyzed after they were completed in order to 
determine what the data said about the participants. The data was analyzed to gain a 
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better understanding of the perspective of the participants’ experiences that have affected 
them as they have ascended into leadership positions at the public four-year PWI 
institutions of higher education in Mississippi.   
The qualitative semi-structured interview question responses given by each 
participant were labeled by repeating words, phrases, and or sentences that occurred. 
Notes were made of any differences, repeating concepts, actions and activities that 
seemed relevant or that the participants emphasized as important. Categories or themes 
were identified through this process and grouped accordingly noting the connections 
identified for the results of the research study.  Comparing the data to other related 
published research highlighted in Chapter II of this study gave insight to whether the 
experiences of the African American women in leadership positions at USM and the 
other public four-year PWI institutions of higher learning in Mississippi are similar to 
that of other like individuals in other comparable studies. 
Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness and validity are important to research. The credibility, 
confirmability, dependability, and transferability were important factors that were 
addressed to establish trustworthiness within the research. The research ensured the 
participants had the appropriate experience needed to explore the topic by ensuring that 
they meet the minimum requirements of selection through IRB at USM.   
Ethical Concerns 
The researcher ensured ethics remained a priority for this study. Following the 
methods as outlined in this chapter was the foundational approach to maintain validity 
and reliability of the study. The informed consent form was presented to participants via 
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online survey and each participant confirmed that they had read it prior to the semi-
structured interviews. There was minimal to no risk to human subjects associated with 
this study. All participants were over 18 years of age. Meeting these criteria and all 
criteria mentioned previously, these participants were qualified as participants in this 
study. All recorded materials will be erased after five years, following final approval by 
the research committee, which will minimize any future risks related to confidentiality.  
Summary 
The goal of this chapter was to outline the research method used to answer the 
research questions. A discussion of the procedures, study participants, data collection, 
and interview questions presented outlined the specifics of how the study was conducted 
and who participated in the study.  The qualitative portion of this study used grounded 
theory to provide explanation of the narrative that there is a perceived absence of African 
American women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education in 
Mississippi. The quantitative portion of this study used an electronic Qualtrics survey to 
potential participants for the study to gather statistical or numerical data to support this 
narrative. 
 All of the study participants contributed to this narrative by sharing their 
experiences as African American women in leadership positions at USM and other public 
four-year PWIs of higher education. The survey data collected at the other PWI 
institutions of higher education supported the interview data collected at USM. Their 
perspectives of how they managed issues surrounding perceived barriers, mentorship, 
leadership, and coping strategies will add to the body of research relating to this topic and 
contribute to a continued dialogue. The goal was that this continued dialogue bring about 
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more awareness of these issues of concern and that this study would lead to some realistic 
recommendations as solutions to close the gap in leadership and combat the issues of the 




CHAPTER IV – RESULTS 
This chapter contains the results for the mixed methods study conducted to 
answer the research questions guiding this study: 
RQ1:  In what ways have barriers, mentorship, leadership, and coping strategies 
affected African American women's pursuit into leadership positions in higher education 
at PWI institutions of higher education?  
RQ2: What do African American women attribute to their ability to gain access 
to leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education despite the barriers they 
possibly experienced? 
This chapter will focus on the semi-structured interviews and a Qualtrics survey 
to provide support to this mixed methods methodology study. This chapter includes 
qualitative research findings highlighting the emerging themes of the study from the 
responses to the semi-structured interview questions. The questions were broad and 
encompassed a general overarching theme discussion. This chapter will also include 
quantitative research findings highlighting the overarching themes of the study from the 
data of the Qualtrics survey. The quantitative data questions from the Qualtrics survey 
encompassed the overarching themes of the semi-structured interview questions but 
delved deeper into some of the other emerging findings from the research highlighted in 
Chapter II.  Both data sets captured provide support to previously published research 
from Chapter II of this study. 
The OIR at USM identified 19 potential participants that met the criteria for 
participation in the qualitative portion of this study. The qualifications for participation in 
this research study were that the participants had to identify as female, African American, 
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and have a title at the university that was at the Assistant Director level or higher. Five 
participants agreed to be interviewed (n=5). 
The OIRs at the other four PWIs in Mississippi, which include DSU, MSU, 
MUW, and UM sent the Qualtrics survey out by email to potential participants that met 
the qualifications for the study. Ten participants completed the entire online Qualtrics 
survey (n=10). 
Perception of Absence 
The first question asked was, do you believe that there is a perception of an 
absence of African American women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher 
education at USM? Explain? 
Interview participant one responded to this initial question with “yes.” She goes 
on to mention that it was not a perception for her but a reality. She states, “many students 
on the campus do not have any African American women to go to.” She feels this is 
connected to African American women not having the same opportunities for growth into 
leadership roles on the campus. She expresses that in her experience these opportunities 
are rarely given. She said she thinks, “it boils down to others feeling intimidated.” 
Interview participant two’s response was “yes I do.” She says, “you just do not 
see them.” She says, “I am across the campus quite a bit and people interested would 
have to look or dig for them.” She mentioned that as recently as the month before she 
spoke with me there was a newly created program on campus to connect Black faculty 
and students for this very reason. 
Interview participant three responded to this question with an answer of “yes” as 
well. She simply stated, “these women were very few and far between because there 
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really are not any at the university.” She mentioned that “there are no African American 
provosts” and that from her perspective “there does not appear to be efforts to recruit a 
diverse group of leaders such as African American women to serve in these types of 
leadership roles.” 
Interview participant four’s response to the question was “absolutely.” She 
mentioned, “I feel there is a disparity that could be based on different ideologies and this 
might include the thought process that women can only be in positions where they are 
teachers or positions similar to that.” She said she felt that there was an “overall disparity 
in women in leadership in higher education.” 
Interview participant five answered with “yes absolutely.” Interview participant 
five states that “there are a very few number of African American women in these types 
of leadership roles and all you have to do is go to the university website for 
confirmation.” She mentioned that in her approximately 15 years at the university she had 
one African American male as a superior but only after a White female left the position. 
She mentioned, “my experience has been that it is more about personal relationships 
versus your matriculation through certain higher education programs or having an 
advanced degree or your personal work experience.” 
A few themes emerged from the answers to the first interview question. The first 
question of is there a perception of an absence of African American women in leadership 
positions at PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi and USM yielded a 
resounding yes from these participants. This data shows a consensus that 100% of the 
participants were in agreeance and that there is indeed a perception of absence of African 
American women in leadership positions at USM. The perceived absence is actually a 
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reality in that these women are not easily found or seen on campus and that one would 
have to diligently search for them to find them was articulated several times. The theme 
of almost non-existence on campus emerged in that the interview participants stated that 
these women are not readily available and saying that there are not enough African 
American women available to other faculty, staff, and even other students of color on the 
campus. The theme of disparity was mentioned, meaning there are few of these women 
that currently exist in these leadership positions or roles on the campus of USM.  
The Qualtrics survey that was completed by African American women in 
leadership positions at the other four PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi 
shows that 50% of the respondents strongly agree that there is a perception of absence of 
African American women in leadership positions in higher education at predominantly 
White institutions of higher education in Mississippi. Another 20% agree that there is an 
absence, 20% somewhat agree that there is an absence, and 10% strongly disagree that 
there is an absence.  
Figure A1 below represents the data collected from the Qualtrics online survey 





Figure 1. Do you believe that there is a perception of an absence of African American 





The Qualtrics survey for the first question shows that 90% of the participants 
taking the survey agree that, at a minimum, there is somewhat of a perception of absence. 
The quantitative data supports the qualitative data captured from the interviews. The 
quantitative data shows consensus to the answers from the interview participants and this 
data supports the themes that emerged from the semi-structured interviews in that only 
10% of the survey participants strongly disagreed that there is a perceived absence of 





Participants were then asked to describe any barriers they experienced as an 
African American woman in a position of leadership at USM. The data shows that 100% 
of the participants of the qualitative portion of the survey, the semi-structured interviews, 
are in agreeance with the published data in chapter two that they have experienced some 
form of barrier to leadership as an African American woman in leadership at USM.  The 
first emerging theme mentioned by an interview participant centered on access to 
opportunity. This participant said, “the main barrier in my experience has been not being 
granted access to opportunities for advancement into leadership positions compared to 
others with different demographic identifiers.” Interview participant one mentioned she 
wanted to apply for an Associate level position and was told that the position was 
reserved for a White male counterpart. The emerging theme is related to gender and race 
discrimination. She felt that this halted her efforts to change lanes to grow into another 
leadership role and was a missed opportunity based on her gender and race. She also 
spoke about her frustration with an experience where she had previously been asked to 
serve on a university committee in an effort to diversify the committee and was 
ultimately left feeling frustrated that the request was not based on her skills, knowledge, 
or education. 
Interview participant two spoke about her experiences from a perspective that she 
did not personally feel like she has had many barriers. However, she stated that “as I 
moved up quickly, I found that this did have a negative effect on some relationships.” 
The theme emerging was her feelings of isolation and/or marginalization from peers. She 
mentioned she started out as a coordinator but within two years moved into a higher role. 
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Her experience with this transition did cause some minor adversity in reactions to her 
success and she states, “it did make it difficult to transition into leadership.” However, 
she was determined and started out with a Bachelor’s degree then got a Master’s degree 
and began applying for other positions on the campus and doing things her way. She 
mentioned that “I was not concerned with some of the other White coworkers that 
showed adverse reactions,” but that she felt their reactions were in response to her 
upward rise within the ranks to a leadership position. She mentioned feeling as if she was 
receiving backlash from these peers for having success in quickly advancing up the 
career ladder. 
Interview participant three says some barriers she has experienced in the past 20 
years include “not having adequate access to continuing education and adequate support 
when in a leadership position.” The theme of access to opportunities comes up again. She 
goes on to talk about not feeling supported in the leadership position to do her job. This 
also supports the theme of feeling isolated and marginalized as an African American 
woman in a leadership position. She stated “there is not mentorship in those positions of 
leadership and that there is no diversity training for leaders that deals with their personal 
perceptions versus what is and what is not.”  These situations support this research and 
the emerging themes of feelings of gender and race discrimination, feeling stereotyped, 
feeling isolated and marginalized are occurring while these women are in these positions 
of leadership. 
Interview participant four spoke about the barriers she has experienced that also 
relates to access and opportunity, which includes having to wait for the opportunity to 
transition into leadership because those leadership positions are not vacated for many 
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years. She expressed that she felt “many of the policies in the administration prevent 
African American women from getting into those leadership type roles.”  Her perception 
is that many institutional policies and practices adversely affect African American 
women from gaining access to these leadership positions at predominantly White 
institutions of higher education such as USM. Another barrier mentioned from her 
experiences was that “African American women have to prove they can do the job and be 
in a position.”  She said “it is more of a show us what you know versus other counterparts 
such as White women where it is a different type situation.” She felt their situation was 
more about “show us who you know.”  She mentioned that those women get the degrees 
and they are automatically in the system and doors are opened for them. As for African 
American women “they have to go through all the red tape and prove themselves for 
opportunities.” 
Interview participant five discusses her experience with barriers around the 
emerging theme of not having mentoring opportunities and feeling as though there is an 
intimidation factor associated with it. Feelings of intimidation by others lead to feelings 
of marginalization and isolation in the work environment. She mentioned “having to be 
direct and vocal about career goals is not mentorship.” She feels that sometimes African 
American women in leadership “get a title and manage the workload but don’t always get 
the praise and recognition they deserve as professionals.”  She mentioned, “there is the 
barrier of disconnection between African American women and their superiors because 
of perceptions and no understanding of them culturally,” which supports an emerging 
theme of feeling stereotyped at work.  
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Several themes emerged from the answers to the second interview question. The 
second question asked participants to describe any barriers they experienced as African 
American women in leadership positions at predominantly White institutions of higher 
education in Mississippi and USM. This data shows a consensus that 100% of the 
participants were in agreeance that there are barriers that lead to a perception of absence 
of African American women in leadership positions in PWI institutions of higher 
education such as USM. Several interview participants mentioned these themes of access 
to opportunities to transition into leadership. It was mentioned that not having adequate 
access to continuing education, not feeling supported when in these leadership roles, and 
feelings of isolation, and marginalization were their experiences at USM.  These were all 
supported through their articulation of their personal experiences at the university. The 
themes of gender and race discrimination, feeling stereotyped and/or isolated, and the 
intimidation factor also emerged from these interviews. 
Figure A2 below represents the data collected from the Qualtrics online survey 





Figure 2. I have experienced barriers as an African American woman in a position of 
leadership at a predominantly White institution of higher education in Mississippi.  
 
 
The Qualtrics survey data shows that 27.27% of participants disagree that they 
have experienced gender discrimination, 27.27% somewhat agree that they have 
experienced gender discrimination, and 45.45% agree that they have experienced gender 
discrimination. There are 18.18% of respondents that report that they disagree that they 
have experienced racial discrimination, and 9.09% somewhat agree that they have 
experienced racial discrimination. More than 70% of respondents, at a minimum, 
somewhat agree that they have experienced racial discrimination.  
There are 9.09 % of respondents who disagree that they have experienced feeling 
marginalized or isolated at work. There are 9.09% that neither agree nor disagree that 
they have experienced feeling marginalized or isolated at work, there are 18.8% that 
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somewhat agree that they have experienced feeling marginalized at work, 27.27% agree 
that they have experienced feeling marginalized at work, and 36.36% strongly agree that 
they have experienced feeling marginalized at work. More than 80% or respondents, at a 
minimum, have experienced feeling marginalized at work.  
There are 18.18% that disagree that they have experienced feeling stereotyped at 
work. There are 27.27% of the respondents that somewhat agree that they have 
experienced feeling stereotyped at work, 18.8% agree that they have experienced feeling 
stereotyped at work, and 36.36% strongly agree that they have experienced feeling 
stereotyped at work. More than 80% of respondents, at a minimum feel, that they have 
felt stereotyped at work. 
 There are 27.27% of the respondents that disagree that they have experienced 
discrimination based on their class, 18.18% neither agree nor disagree that they have 
experienced discrimination based on their class, 18.18% somewhat agree that they have 
experienced discrimination based on their class, 27.27% agree that they have experienced 
discrimination based on their class, and 9.09% strongly agree that they have experienced 
discrimination based on their class.  More than 50% of respondents’ report, at a 
minimum, that they have experienced discrimination based on their class. 
This quantitative data shows that 100% of the participants of the Qualtrics survey 
for question two report that they have experienced some form of a barrier as an African 
American woman in a leadership position at a PWI institution of higher education in 
Mississippi. The barriers addressed by the survey include feelings of discrimination based 





The third question asked participants to describe any experiences they have had 
with mentorship as an African American woman in a leadership position at a 
predominantly White institution of higher education such as USM. Interview participant 
one said in her experience there really has not been someone that will just step up and say 
“hey I see you are coming up in the ranks and I want to be your mentor.” She said that 
never happened in her case. No one has ever asked her personally but she did say she has 
witnessed others in her division being asked if they would like to mentor others. She has 
had no mentoring on campus and mentioned the intimidation factor when she has tried to 
reach out. She said, “I felt many were intimidated.”  She said she feels “once others find 
out that a person is very smart and capable that is when the intimidation comes into 
play.”  She also mentioned that she has used an external mentor such as a spiritual leader 
but nothing related to mentorship on campus. 
Interview participant two said she did not have any mentors. She did have some 
academic coaching that she took advantage of for personal development. She said that 
could help her mentor some students but the mentoring roles she has had are lateral 
mentoring relationships with peers that are around her own age and professional level. 
She said, “so instead of going up the ladder, we just unilaterally help mentor each other 
across.”  Therefore, if there is an area that she is stronger in or a counterpart is stronger in 
they would network and mentor each other but she said, “I have never had a traditional 
mentor.” 
Interview participant three stated that she has had no mentorship. She said, “there 
are some types of programs for graduate students, but there were none for minorities 
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which includes men and women.”  She mentioned, “there are none for ethnic minorities 
such as those with different nationalities.”  She said there was nothing in place to assist 
with that and she never has had that with the program she works with that is 90 percent 
White. She mentioned when she asked about a position in the department she was told 
that the department was not accepting any more of their own students. There was nothing 
in place for people to receive jobs. It was a situation where it became more about who 
they knew on the campus.  She stated, “even having an African American president on 
the campus has not changed anything, and it has not done anything for staff.” She 
mentioned that there was nothing related to diversity in the department that she is 
currently under and if it were not for her having established relationships on campus with 
other professors or faculty members across campus from working on previous projects, 
she would not know anyone on campus because they are so separate. She credits using 
her own professional networking skills to know people on campus because there was a 
lack of mentorship to assist her. 
Interview participant four stated that she felt “the mentorship network was 
somewhat fruitful when an African American woman can find the right connections.” 
She has also had the opportunity to mentor some other colleagues; she says, “if an 
African American woman can get the right mentorship connection it is best to try to 
continue to make the connection long term as opposed to just trying to connect with 
random people that may not have the same ambition and drive.” 
Interview participant five also mentioned that mentorship is not something that 
many are offered the opportunity to engage in. She says “the lack of mentorship ties into 
another theory, which would be barriers to communication.” She said “African American 
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women are getting these doctorate degrees, working in their fields, and researching in 
their fields and have a lot of knowledge that comes with them” and states that “these 
women have to know their worth with that experience and education.”  She states that is 
why she feels “it is more of an intimidation factor as to why mentorship opportunities are 
not given.”  
Some themes emerged from the answers to the third interview question. The third 
question was to describe any experiences with mentorship as African American women 
in leadership positions at predominantly White institutions of higher education in 
Mississippi and USM. This data shows a consensus that 100% of the participants were in 
agreeance there are aspects of mentorship that affect the perception of the absence of 
African American women in leadership positions in predominantly White institutions of 
higher education such as USM. The theme of access to being mentored or having the 
opportunity to be a mentor were expressed through the interviews. Most interview 
participants mentioned they had no access to mentorship in their leadership roles on 
campus. They either had not been mentored nor had the opportunity to mentor others.  
One participant mentioned having non-traditional mentoring relationships that included 
having co-workers as mentors and mentees in a lateral exchange of mentoring 
opportunities with each other. They have not had the opportunity to engage in traditional 
mentoring relationships between a more experienced professional in a field paired with 
someone who has less experience in the field.  
These women are in leadership roles currently, but most of them have never had a 
mentor relationship on the campus that influenced their advancement. Two other themes 
that emerged deal with communications barriers relating to cultural sensitivity from a 
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lack of mentorship and the intimidation factor comes up again as being a reason that 
mentoring opportunities are not given. Figure 3 below represents the data collected from 
the Qualtrics online survey and represents the total responses to the third interview 
question asked to the participants. 
 
Figure 3. I have experienced aspects of mentorship as an African American woman in a 




There are 9.09% of the respondents that strongly disagree that mentoring 
influenced advancement in a leadership position. There are 18.18% that disagree that 
mentoring influenced advancement in a leadership position. There are 9.09% that neither 
agree nor disagree mentoring influenced advancement in a leadership position. There are 
27.27% that somewhat agree that mentoring influenced advancement in a leadership 
 
82 
position. There are 27.27% who agree that mentoring influenced advancement in a 
leadership position, and 9.09 % strongly agree mentoring influenced advancement in a 
leadership position. More than 60% of respondents, at a minimum, somewhat agree that 
mentoring influenced their advancement into a leadership position.   
There are 18.18% of the respondents that strongly disagree that they have 
experience related to being a mentee of a same race mentor. There are 45.45% that 
disagree they have experience related to being a mentee of a same race mentor. There are 
9.09% that somewhat agree they have experience related to being a mentee of a same 
race mentor, and 27.27% agree that they have experience related to being a mentee of a 
same race mentor. More than 60% of respondents disagree they have experience related 
to being a mentee of a same race mentor. There were 36% of the respondents that, at a 
minimum, somewhat agree that they have experience related to being a mentee of a same 
race mentor.  
There are 10% of respondents that strongly disagree they have experience related 
to being a mentor of a same race mentee. There are 30% that disagree they have 
experience related to being a mentor of a same race mentee. There are 20% that 
somewhat agree they have experience related to being a mentor of a same race mentee, 
and 20% strongly agree they have experience related to being a mentor of a same race 
mentee. The respondents split halfway on having experience at being a mentor to a same 
race mentee. 
There are 10% of respondents that neither agree nor disagree that mentoring can 
increase the number of African American women in leadership positions. There are 10% 
that somewhat agree that mentoring can increase the number of African American 
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women in leadership positions. There are 60% that agree that mentoring can increase the 
number of African American women in leadership positions, and 20% strongly agree that 
mentoring can increase the number of African American women in leadership positions. 
This quantitative data shows that 100% of the participants for the Qualtrics survey 
for question three report that they have experienced some form of a barrier as it relates to 
mentorship as African American women in leadership positions at a PWI institution of 
higher education in Mississippi. There are more than 60% that report that they have never 
been mentored. There are 60% of the respondents that felt that mentoring could increase 
the number of African American women in leadership positions at predominantly White 
institutions of higher education in Mississippi. The barriers addressed by the survey 
include if mentoring influenced the advancement into a leadership position, if they have 
experience related to being a mentee of a same race mentor, if they have experience in 
being a mentor of a same race mentee, and if mentoring can increase the number of 
African American women in leadership positions at predominantly White institutions of 
higher education in Mississippi. 
Leadership 
The fourth question asked participants to describe their experiences with 
leadership as an African American woman in a position of leadership at USM.  Interview 
participant one talks about her transition into higher education from the private sector. 
She mentions she worked for a bank where she was in a leadership role and had 
subordinates and said, “things were black and white with not many gray areas and there 
was no fluctuation.”  When she transitioned into higher education, she became “more 
malleable because things were grayer.”  She expressed that she only felt she had one true 
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former leader, a White female, and that most of her superiors were White males. She 
went on to mention that although she always had a higher title, she felt she has 
experienced undermining tactics and situations where protocol would be skipped, which 
is something she was not accustomed to and did not expect in a higher education setting. 
The emerging themes from her experience with leadership in higher education are 
relatable to feelings of being invisible when compared to White male counterparts.  
 The positive she wanted to mention was that she feels she has proven herself to 
be in her leadership role and her counterparts to know that if something goes wrong, she 
can solve the problem even if she is never rewarded. She knows she has proven herself a 
leader in her position. This statement supports the emerging theme of feeling confident in 
her leadership abilities. 
Interview participant two says as she moved up into leadership roles she “did not 
feel supported by her direct leadership” and that she experienced “passive aggressive and 
very subliminal behavior;” she says “it heightened my imposter syndrome” since she was 
already so overwhelmed with the new full time leadership role and working on an 
advanced degree. Her support system in her role was not ideal. She mentions, “everything 
felt transactional instead of someone wanting to see another person grow as a 
professional.” The theme of not feeling supported in her position to do her job emerges 
and her imposter syndrome heightened, which made her question her confidence in her 
leadership abilities. 
Interview participant three mentioned that her experience with leadership has 
been mostly negative while she has been in her current role. She, too, mentions, “not 
being taught what my role was from my immediate superior.”  This shows the theme of 
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not feeling supported in her leadership role. She mentioned a demotion she received early 
on that had nothing to do with her job performance but felt it was due to a “personal 
perception” issue. Her statement of personal perception being the reason for a demotion 
and not her capability to do her job supports the theme of being stereotyped.  She says 
she adjusted and “continued to do the same job as usual with a title change.”  She 
mentions she later received an apology for the demotion, but she was not overly 
concerned and said that it was “just a bit disheartening.”  She also said she felt “there is 
no movement upward” for those like her to leadership positions outside of her profession. 
This statement supports the notion that these women do not have adequate access to 
opportunities to easily transition into other leadership roles; this was also mentioned by 
another interview participant.  However, participant three stated she is passionate about 
other avenues in her life and operates her own business where she finds comfort instead 
of leaning on the option of upward mobility at the university. Finding passions outside of 
their leadership positions in academia emerged as a theme, which included some 
interview participants mentioning having passion projects and working outside of the 
university professionally.  
Interview participant four said, “individuals are provided with what is required 
but they have to carve their own space to find those things that are going to help them 
reach their goals.” She mentioned that once the individual uncovers what is required to 
advance themselves they should make it known that this is something that is needed to 
help further their goals. She mentioned having to do this while working at the university 
by gathering information for herself and researching resources available to her. These 
statements show that this interviewee is confident in her leadership abilities and has taken 
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personal control over creating opportunities for professional development to enhance her 
leadership skills. 
Interview participant five said she does “seek leadership outside of the institution 
even for training.” This interview participant also tries to create opportunities for herself 
for professional development to cultivate her leadership skills. She mentioned that in her 
experience that “not having adequate access to leadership development leads to African 
American women leaving the university”. She said she has had to learn what leadership 
means elsewhere because that had not been given to her in her roles at the university. She 
also mentioned she “struggles with leadership as an African American woman at the 
university because the leadership tends to be White and male.” Here again is a theme of 
adverse relationships between African American women and White male counterparts. 
Often times in her experience it is with a “White male that does not see the value in 
intelligent African American women.”  She mentioned that her private sector experiences 
were the opposite, but for this university it is “White male leadership that does not have 
cultural competence or sensitivity, and this has an effect on communication, empathy, 
and African American women having the opportunity to gain leadership knowledge and 
training.” 
A few themes emerged from the answers to the fourth interview question. The 
fourth question asked participants to describe any experiences with leadership as African 
American women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education in 
Mississippi and USM. This data supports that there are aspects of leadership that have an 
effect on the perception of absence of African American women in leadership positions 
in PWI institutions of higher education such as USM. The theme of limited access to 
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leadership development came out in the interviews with the participants. Some 
participants said they had to look outside of the University for training and to find 
support to guide them in their leadership roles in an effort to make things happen for 
themselves. These actions support that there is an invisibility or marginalization of them 
at the university in their professional environments. In order to work on their confidence 
in their leadership capabilities or garner access to the opportunity for professional 
development they are looking outside of the university to do this in an effort to enhance 
their leadership abilities. Several interview participants also mentioned feeling 
unsupported while in their leadership roles and having adverse relationships with the 
leadership that tends to be White and male. These issues can be related to their leadership 
styles being influenced by their gender and their confidence in their ability to lead 
because many of these women are not able to connect on a reciprocal professional level 
with the White male leadership to cultivate productive leadership relationships that can 
lead to opportunities for leadership development though training and advancement. 
Figure A4 below represents the data collected from the Qualtrics online survey 






Figure 4. I have experienced aspects of leadership development as an African American 
woman in a leadership positon at a predominantly White institution of higher education 




The Qualtrics survey shows that 30% of respondents disagree that their leadership 
style is influenced by their race and gender. There are 10% that somewhat disagree that 
that their leadership style is influenced by their race and gender. There are 10% who 
neither agree nor disagree that their leadership style is influenced by their race and 
gender.  There are that 20% who somewhat agree that their leadership style is influenced 
by their race and gender. There are 20% that agree that their leadership style is influenced 
by their race and gender and 10% that strongly agree that their leadership style is 
influenced by their race and gender. The results show that half of the respondents agree 
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that gender and race have an influence and the other half neither agree or they disagree 
that gender and race influence their leadership styles. 
There are 10% of respondents that disagree that their leadership style is 
influenced by their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in 
leadership roles. There are 10% that somewhat agree that their leadership style is 
influenced by their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in 
leadership roles. There are 30% of respondents that agree that their leadership style is 
influenced by their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in 
leadership roles and 50% strongly agree that their leadership style is influenced by their 
experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in leadership roles. 
There are 90% of the respondents that agree their leadership style is influenced by their 
race and gender. 
There are 20% of respondents that disagree that their leadership style is 
influenced by their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in 
leadership roles.  There are 10% that neither agree nor disagree that their leadership style 
is influenced by their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in 
leadership roles. There are 10% that somewhat agree that that their leadership style is 
influenced by their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in 
leadership roles. There are 50% that agree that that their leadership style is influenced by 
their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in leadership roles 
and 10% strongly agree that their leadership style is influenced by their experience with 
feeling marginalized or invisible, or stereotyped in leadership roles.  There are 70% of 
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respondents that, at a minimum, somewhat agree that their leadership style is influenced 
by their experience with feeling marginalized or invisible. 
There are 10% of respondents that neither agree nor disagree that they are 
confident in their leadership ability. There are 10% that somewhat agree that they are 
confident in their leadership ability. There are 60% that agree that they are confident in 
their leadership ability, and 20% strongly agree that they are confident in their leadership 
ability. There are 90% of the respondents that are, at a minimum, somewhat in agreeance 
that they are confident in their leadership ability. 
This quantitative data shows that 100% of the participants for the Qualtrics survey 
for question four report that they have experienced some form of a barrier as it relates to 
leadership as African American women in leadership positions at a PWI institution of 
higher education in Mississippi. The barriers addressed by the survey include whether 
their leadership style is influenced by race and gender, if they have experienced feeling 
marginalized or invisible or stereotyped in leadership roles, if they had opportunities for 
professional development to enhance their leadership skills, and if they were confident in 
their leadership ability. 
Coping Strategies 
The fifth question asked participants to describe any type of coping strategies they 
have engaged in as an African American woman in a leadership position at USM. 
Interview participant one stated “I engage in physical exercise to relieve stress.” She also 
tries to gain as much knowledge as she can to make sure she can follow polices. She says 
she wants to “know my game to stay on my p’s and q’s.”  She also believes in prayer and 
has church and spiritual friends for support. She leans on them to talk it out and pray it 
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out to go from there. The emerging theme is the participant turning to her faith and 
religion to deal with work challenges. She maintained that she “really depends on God” 
and her faith guides her in the belief that “God opens every door and he closes doors 
too.” She said, “God will protect us from some things and that is the way she looks at 
everything.” 
Interview participant two admitted to doing lots of crying and leaning on family 
more. As an independent person, she says she has always had the mentality that she was 
“going to do it because she could.” She says she felt that “African American women 
always have to be independent and strong.” As a coping strategy, she cried and ultimately 
had to realize that not everything was about what she was doing. She came to the 
realization that sometimes it is about how other people feel around her. She says she has 
“learned to start controlling my reactions differently to adjust to the effect on how others 
treat me.” She has had to indulge in self-reflection and relying on her faith and prayer to 
handle work related challenges. She said she has “had to dig deeper religiously” on her 
spiritual journey and has learned that “all these things are part of the process.” 
Interview participant three said, “I was raised in a family where I always knew 
who I was.” She said, “I was never denied affection from others and I pride myself in my 
speaking skills and anything else.” She was groomed to be a self-starter because where 
she comes from the people in the community are very proactive. She was also raised in a 
very strong civil rights community. She said she has “always been able to see and discern 
my own path spiritually and mentally.” The emerging theme of faith and religion 
resurfaces, but she also mentions that some so-called barriers are just challenges to her. 
She said she is “passionate about educating kids” and her own community and that is a 
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reason she went into her field. She has a passion for her personal business and used that 
in some ways as a coping strategy. Her statements also support the emerging theme of 
having a passion and doing professional work outside of the academic leadership role. 
She states that “I always go back to my own personal mission,” which supports relying 
on faith and religion to deal with work challenges in that she will “pray and speak God’s 
presence when creating my action plans.” She maintains strong relationships with her 
church family for direction and keeps in contact with important people back home. She 
mentioned being the first African American to graduate with a PhD in her program area 
and has worked hard to teach in the field but stated her job does not define her and that is 
another coping strategy for her. 
Interview participant four said she copes by knowing that “education is the key 
and that people respond with what they know.” She said, “if they did not want to go out 
from their path of ideologies and idea formations of what an African American woman is 
then they should be gently educated about it.” She says she copes by trying to make 
things happen for herself. 
Interview participant five delved deep in her discussion on this subject matter, but 
stated that she felt that the emerging theme of faith was her “last coping mechanism.” She 
says she copes by “connecting with like-minded people” that she has met outside of the 
university at conferences where she shares and discusses ideas.  She has made it a point 
to connect with other African American women in other higher education institutions too. 
She said that her interactions with them has led her to come into her own in knowing 
where she wants to go in her career and has helped her to learn what a leadership role is 
in higher education since she does not have strong ties with individuals in her current 
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department be they African American or White. These statements support that this 
participant combats the feelings of isolation at work by networking with other like-
minded individuals and supports that she uses these types of affinity groups for social 
acceptance and to combat feelings of isolation at work. 
The interview participant stated “having support is important and that it can be a 
barrier when that comradery is not there.” She likened it to a “crabs in a bucket 
mentality” which she said is an unfair assumption because “people can and do have 
different focuses.”  She has also used faith as a coping strategy to get through a pay cut 
and a less than stellar work environment during her career at the university. She has been 
met with not being called doctor and not being allowed to have opportunities outside of 
her department for professional growth. That is when she relied on her faith and prayer to 
deal with professional difficulties that can be barriers as a coping mechanism. She says 
she felt that “much of this is due to insecurity on others and feeling threatened by an 
African American woman and her ability to thrive in spite of all those things.” Again, the 
emerging theme of intimidation by others is mentioned as a barrier. 
One significant theme emerged from the answers to the fifth interview question. 
The fifth question asked participants to describe many experiences with coping strategies 
used as African American women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher 
education in Mississippi and USM. This data shows a consensus in that 100% of the 
participants were in agreeance that leaning on faith and religion as a coping strategy to 
deal with work challenges was an experience that each of the interview participants could 
identify with. This is something they all have experienced that has affected the perception 
of absence of African American women in leadership positions in PWI institutions of 
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higher education such as USM. Each participant mentioned the theme of relying on faith 
and religion. However, none of the participants mentioned a specific religion when 
discussing their reliance on faith and religion as a coping strategy. At least one 
participant mentioned it as a last resort but all mentioned prayer and faith as a coping 
strategy. There was mention by an interview participant about engaging with affinity 
groups or support groups of like-minded professionals outside of the university as a 
coping strategy. Many of the examples given by the interview participants support that in 
order for them to combat feelings of isolation they cope with work challenges with 
prayer, leaning on their personal faith or religion and affinity or support groups, and one 
participant mentioned she engages in physical exercise to cope with a challenging work 
environment. There was also mention by more than one interview participant on working 
outside of their professional leadership roles on campus with passion projects that 
generate additional income, provide them with another outlet, and lead them to being able 
to cope more efficiently in their professional leadership roles. 
 Figure A5 below represents the data collected from the Qualtrics online survey 





Figure 5. I have experience using coping strategies as an African American woman in a 





There are 40% of respondents that disagree that they have experienced using 
affinity groups as support to cope with work challenges. There are 10% that somewhat 
agree that they have experienced using affinity groups as support to cope with work 
challenges. There are 40% that agree that they have experience in using affinity groups or 
other support groups to cope with work challenges. Half of the respondents use affinity 
groups as a coping strategy and half respond that they do not use them as a coping 
strategy. 
There are 10% of respondents that disagree that they have experience relying on 
faith or religion to deal with work challenges. There are 50% that agree that they have 
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experience relying on faith or religion to deal with work challenges, and 40% strongly 
agree they have experience relying on faith or religion to deal with work challenges. 
There are 90% of respondents reporting that they agree or strongly agree that they have 
experience relying on faith or religion to deal with work challenges. 
There are 20% of participants that disagree that they have experienced the feeling 
of isolation at work. There are 40% that agree they have experienced the feeling of 
isolation at work, and 40% strongly agree that they have experienced the feeling of 
isolation at work. There are 80% of respondents who agree or strongly agree that they 
have experienced the feeling of isolation at work. 
There are 10% that disagree that they have experienced social acceptance. There 
are 30% that somewhat agree that they have experienced social acceptance. There are 
20% that neither agree nor disagree that they have experienced social acceptance. There 
are 10% that somewhat agree that they have experienced social acceptance. There are 
20% that agree that they have experienced social acceptance, and 10% that strongly agree 
that they have experienced social acceptance. There are only 40% of respondents that, at 
a minimum, somewhat agree that they have experienced social acceptance.  
This quantitative data shows that 100% of the participants for the Qualtrics survey 
for question five report that they have experienced using some form of a coping strategy 
as African American women in leadership positions at a PWI institution of higher 
education in Mississippi. The barriers addressed by the survey include experience using 
affinity groups or other support groups to cope with work challenges, experience relying 
on faith or religion to deal with work challenges, experience feeling isolation at work, or 




 The interview participants were asked to share any recommendations as to how 
to change the perception that there is an absence of African American women in 
leadership positions in PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi. Interview 
participant one stated, “the main recommendation I have is to do what is right. Hire 
qualified African American women in these universities.” She said, “no one wants to face 
that elephant in the room,” but she stated, “African American women need advocacy.” 
She stated, “there have been so many African American women to leave the university 
because the right thing was not being done.” She said, “when these women leave the 
problem is still here.” Her recommendation centered around the notion that “if every 
African American woman leaves then all these things are going to keep going on as they 
normally would.” She said, “that means the leadership will think they still do not have to 
change.” Her parting words were to “do the right thing that can fix the problem because it 
is not a hard problem to fix.” 
Interview participant two said, “I do not know how to change that perception,” 
but said that “it starts at the top with the president, that person would have to set the 
perception.” She said that after the president sets the perception that perception needs to 
be followed by the provosts. She stated there needs to be “an admission that there is the 
perception of absence and that the university lacks diversity.” She mentioned these 
diversity issues should not only be discussed when there is imminent danger of losing 
funding. She said, “diversity training relating to perceptions is one recommendation.” She 




Interview participant three recommends “being authentic.” She states that will put 
an individual in the place they want to be. She mentioned if she would have changed 
what she was doing or if she were not her authentic self to work toward what she wanted 
to accomplish then she would not be where she is now.  She said she realized that she 
should walk in her purpose, and that is when she noticed more things started to happen 
for her. She recommended “ignoring the negative thoughts and focusing on positive 
affirmations.”  
Interview participant four recommends that there should be more of an “effort to 
reach out to African American women to assess their needs.” She said, “see where they 
are and where they want to be and what kind of support can be given to help them.” She 
mentioned, “reach a little deeper than meeting the requirements for a growth process to 
happen for these women.” 
Interview participant five stated, “it starts from the top down, so it is the deans, 
provosts, and the president of the university that have the ability to make that change.” 
She mentioned she felt that “they all know that these issues are happening,” and that “the 
conversations need to happen not only with those people at the table but with all the 
levels of leadership in charge of various departments and folks that spearhead these types 
of decisions of what those departments should look like.” Interview participant five said 
“there needs to be a cultural shift in those positions and they all needed to be at the 
table.” So her sentiment was that “the powers that be need to be at the table and not just 
the powers that they want to be at the table.” 
The recommendations from the interview participants included to just do the right 
thing by qualified African American women by giving these women opportunities to lead 
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and prepare them and support them through the opportunity to advance into leadership 
roles. The recommendations also included having the executive leadership of the 
university to set the tone for addressing the perception that there is an absence of African 
American women in these leadership positions by admitting that there are issues that 
need to be addressed. Also, included as a recommendation was addressing these issues 
through comprehensive diversity training at all levels of leadership from president and 
provost to department chairs and beyond at the table. There was a recommendation to 
find where these women are and reach out to them and ask what they need for support to 
address the perception. Lastly, there was a recommendation for women aspiring to these 
positions of leadership to be authentic and resourceful in their aspirations to leadership 







CHAPTER V – DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this study was to document the experiences of African American 
women in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi. The 
purpose of this study was also to add to existing research and support the narrative that 
there is a perceived absence of African American women in leadership positions in PWI 
institutions of higher education.  This study gave African American women in leadership 
positions at USM the opportunity to express themselves in their own words and have 
their stories and experiences documented through semi-structured interviews.  
This study also gave African American women in leadership positions at the other 
four-year public PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi the opportunity to 
participate in the research by completing an online survey.  The interview protocol and 
Qualtrics survey questionnaire used were created to address the research questions 
guiding the study. This chapter will conclude with a discussion of the limitations of the 
study, areas for future research, and include a brief summary. 
This chapter contains discussion and future research possibilities to assist in 
answering these research questions: 
RQ1:  In what ways have barriers, mentorship, leadership, and coping strategies 
affected African American women's pursuit into leadership positions in higher education 
at PWI institutions of higher education?  
RQ2: What do African American women attribute to their ability to gain access 





Perception of Absence 
This research highlights the ways in which barriers, mentorship, leadership and 
coping strategies have affected African American women in leadership positions at PWI 
institutions of higher education in Mississippi. The study also highlights what they 
attribute to their ability to gain access to these positions of leadership. The data from this 
study showed that there was a consensus that 100% of the participants of the semi-
structured interviews and 90% of the online Qualtrics survey participants were in 
agreeance with the published data in Chapter II. This data indicates there is a perception 
of absence of African American women in leadership positions in public four-year PWI 
institutions of higher education in Mississippi and at USM. This study supports the 
research outlined by Davis and Maldonodo (2015), in that these marginalized women 
struggle to navigate the “double barriers” of racism and sexism while trying to ascend to 
positions of leadership in higher education at PWI institutions of higher education.  
Barriers 
The data from this research shows a consensus that 100% of the participants for 
the semi-structured interviews and 100% of the online Qualtrics survey participants were 
in agreeance with the published data in Chapter II as it relates to barriers. The participants 
confirm that they have experienced some variation of a barrier that can lead to a 
perception of the absence of African American women in leadership positions in PWI 
institutions of higher education in Mississippi and USM. The data from this study 
supports the data highlighted in Chapter II from Sanchez-Hucles and Davis (2010). These 
authors’ research placed an emphasis on women and women of color and described the 
challenges that women and women of color encounter as they pursue access to leadership 
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roles where they can achieve and successfully perform in work settings that include 
higher education. The barriers addressed and supported by this research and its 
participants include feelings of discrimination based on gender, race, or class and feelings 
of being stereotyped, marginalized, or isolated at work. 
Mentorship 
The data from this research shows a consensus that 100% of the participants for 
the semi-structured interviews and 100% of the participants for the online Qualtrics 
survey were in agreeance with the published data in Chapter II as it relates to mentorship. 
They agree that they have experienced some variation of a barrier to access to 
mentorship, which can lead to a perception of the absence of African American women in 
leadership positions in PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi and USM. 
Dominique (2015) states that the stereotypes mentioned in the study were part of the 
foundation of other interpersonal exchanges with oppression, specifically 
microaggressions, self-presentation expectations based on race and gender, the feelings of 
having a voice and the act of silencing. The experiences articulated by the research 
participants in the semi-structured interviews support that they have also experienced 
feeling stereotyped, feeling silenced, and microaggressions as barriers to gaining access 
to mentorship. The barriers addressed and supported by the participants in this research 
include access to mentorship including having the opportunity to be mentored or having 
the opportunity to mentoring others. 
Leadership 
The data from this study shows support of the published data in Chapter II as it 
relates to leadership. There are aspects of leadership that have an effect on the perception 
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of the absence of African American women in leadership positions in PWI institutions of 
higher education in Mississippi and USM. The semi-structured interview participants 
expressed various aspects of their experiences with barriers to access of leadership 
development and interactions with leadership on their campuses. The online Qualtrics 
survey participants’ data shows that 100% of participants report that they have 
experienced some form of a barrier as it relates to leadership as African American woman 
in a leadership position at a PWI institution of higher education in Mississippi. The 
participants’ experiences in this study support the findings of Chin (2013). Chin’s study 
confirmed that social identities paired with lived experiences in conjunction with 
minority status had an influence on those individuals’ exercise of leadership and that it 
presents both challenges and strengths. The barriers addressed and supported by the 
participants of this research include expressing if leadership styles are influenced by race 
and gender, experiences in feeling marginalized, invisible, or stereotyped in leadership 
roles, having opportunity for professional leadership development, and having confidence 
leadership ability. 
Coping Strategies 
This data shows that 100% of the participants of the semi-structured interviews 
were in agreeance as it relates to coping strategies. The participants agree that they have 
used faith and religion as a strategy to cope and deal with work challenges. There were 
90% of participants in the online Qualtrics survey who reported that they agree or 
strongly agree that they have experienced relying on faith or religion to deal with work 
challenges. This study supports the research highlighted in Chapter II by Holder et al. 
(2015). These researchers identified overarching themes from their study that were 
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coping strategies engaged in by African American women. One theme centered on using 
religion and spirituality to deal with stress related to work challenges. Another theme was 
that the women often practiced mentally armoring themselves to cope with work stress 
and engaged in shifting or code switching to combat feelings of isolation or non-
acceptance. The women used support networks like affinity groups to connect with like-
minded individuals to feel accepted and participated in sponsorship and mentorship 
opportunities when possible. These women also took a proactive approach to their 
personal self-care by prioritizing it to cope with work stress. The barriers addressed and 
supported by this research and its participants include experiences using affinity groups 
or other support groups to cope with work challenges, experiences relying on faith or 
religion to deal with work challenges, experiences of feeling isolation at work, and 
experiences of feeling socially accepted at work. 
Implications for Theory and Research 
Chapter I included the introduction of two theoretical frameworks that would be 
used to support this research.  These were the theoretical frameworks of Critical Race 
Theory (CRT) and Black Feminist Thought (BFT). In this section these theoretical 
frameworks will be discussed and show how they support the results of this research. 
As discussed in Chapter I, CRT is rooted in racial reform and inequity in 
education (Decuir & Dixson, 2004; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). This includes issues 
surrounding race and education for African American women in leadership positions in 
higher education at PWI institutions of higher education. Looking at the barriers to access 
for African American Women in leadership positions at PWI institutions in Mississippi 
through the lens of CRT, the data in this research supports the themes mentioned in 
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Chapter II. The data states that there are structural and cultural facets of education and 
opportunity that create and sustain subordinate or non-majority and dominant or majority 
racial positions (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  The women’s experiences outlined in 
Chapter IV of this research are supported by the research highlighted in Chapter II. The 
data from the semi-structured interviews and the data from the online Qualtrics survey 
both support those themes. The CRT framework does support social justice as it relates to 
racial, gender, and class oppression (Matsuda, 1991). All of the emerging themes are 
supported by the mixed methods research and the results show consensus that the 
participants in this research mirror a larger population of these types of experiences, from 
similar institutions, by other women in similar situations highlighted in Chapter II. 
Black Feminist Thought dates back to the 1960’s Civil Rights Movement when 
Black women activists and intellectuals united around social justice for themselves to 
give voice to their unique feminine perspectives with consideration to their 
intersectionality of race and gender. The BFT framework supports the experiences 
expressed by the research participants in the semi-structured interviews and the research 
participants in the online Qualtrics survey. The research supports that the perceived 
absence of African American women in leadership positions in higher education as 
related to the inequalities faced by these women when it comes to their race and gender. 
This research gave voice to these African American women and supports that through 
their experiences, many of these women feel that their unique perspective and voices 
have been excluded or submerged in general feminist literature (Davis & Maldonodo, 
2015). This exclusion leads to feeling marginalized and isolated in academia as African 
American women leaders in higher education. These women’s experiences outlined in 
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Chapter IV of this research are supported by the research highlighted in Chapter II, which 
supports that these women have a unique perspective based not only on their identity as 
females but also on their identities being of the African American race. 
Limitations 
As noted in Chapter I, the limitations of this study were that this study would be 
based on a smaller sample of research participants that met the research requirements 
outlined in Chapter III, and the results from these participants would be used to make 
generalizations of a larger population and compared with other related scholarly research. 
This research study was intended to give voice to African American women in leadership 
positions in higher education at PWIs in Mississippi. Chapter III outlined the methods of 
the research where a mixed methods approach to the research would include qualitative 
and quantitative data collection. Semi-structured interviews and an online Qualtrics 
survey were used to capture the experiences and opinions of the participants for this 
research.  
The overall sample of participants was even smaller than expected due to limited 
numbers of African American women in leadership positions in these institutions. There 
were only 19 potential participants that met the qualifications to participate in the semi-
structured interviews and only five agreed to participate. Working with the OIR for most 
of Mississippi’s five public four-year PWI institutions of higher education proved to be 
more challenging than expected as it related to getting approval for the research to be 
conducted on their campuses. Final approval was given by all of the PWI institutions of 
higher education that were requested to participate in the research; however, not all of 
those institutions that agreed to participate in the research actually sent the electronic 
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survey out to those potential participants that met the qualifications for the study on their 
campuses. In addition, not all of them provided a list for the potential participants to be 
contacted directly by the lead researcher for this study to solicit participation in the study.  
Additionally, as mentioned in Chapter I, the participants were not a full 
representation of all of the African American women in leadership positions in higher 
education at PWI institutions of higher education in Mississippi. These research 
participants were African American women at the Assistant Director level or higher at 
the five public four-year universities in Mississippi. This was just a small sample 
representation of others that may have met the same criteria. Therefore, the findings of 
the research may not be directly applicable across all areas of leadership positions in 
relation to African American women in the academy. The sample size for both portions 
of the mixed methods study were smaller than expected, but the results did support the 
argument for this research that there is a perceived absence of African American women 
in leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education and that this perception is 
also true for Mississippi. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
One recommendation for future research on this topic is to build on the findings in 
this study. Expand the potential research sample for better generalization. This can be 
accomplished by including all of Mississippi’s institutions of higher education. This 
could include two-year and four-year public and/or private PWI institutions of higher 
education in Mississippi, the southeast region of the United States, or a national study.  
Other recommendations that could build upon this research topic include conducting the 
same type of research at public four-year historically black colleges and universities to 
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compare experiences and opinions concerning African American women and their access 
to leadership positions in higher education. Another consideration for future research is to 
investigate these perceptions as it relates to generational differences among the women.  
The results of this research and future research related to this topic can be used to 
add to the knowledge base and narrative to create a paradigm shift for these women 
where there is no longer a perceived absence of African American women in leadership 
positions at PWI institutions of higher education. Additional research could lead to better 
access to the highlighted aspects of mentorship, leadership development, and mitigate the 
aforementioned barriers to access to minimize stress and conflict for these women. This 
research and future research can assist with diversity and inclusion efforts while bringing 
more awareness and dialogue that can lead to viable recommendations to incorporate 
strategic policies and practices leading to progressive change via developmental 
pathways and mentoring initiatives for leadership development and career advancement 
opportunities for these African American women in PWI institutions of higher education. 
Conclusion 
The ways that barriers, mentorship, leadership, and coping strategies have 
affected African American women's pursuit into leadership positions in higher education 
at public four-year PWI institutions in Mississippi are centered on the perception of 
absence of these women in leadership positions being a reality. These women expressed 
that due to the juxtaposition of their race and gender, many of them are not afforded the 
opportunity to ascend into these leadership positions due to their struggles with barriers 
such as gender, race, and sometimes class discrimination that often times lead to them 
feel marginalized, isolated, and stereotyped in their academic work environments.  
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The barriers to mentorship highlighted in this study affect their pursuit into 
leadership positions.  Not having the opportunity to benefit from mentorship as a mentee 
or mentor to help advance their careers, to network, or to create a pathway for others to 
come up behind them in the ranks can have an adverse effect on their experience in 
academia at a public four-year PWI institution of higher education in Mississippi.  Many 
of these women feel that mentorship is a key component to access to leadership positions.  
The barriers to leadership highlighted in this study affect their pursuit into 
leadership positons.  Not having access to leadership development or being supported in 
leadership roles has an effect on their leadership style, which is often times influenced by 
their race and gender. When they do not have the opportunity to be developed as leaders, 
supported in those leadership roles, or they do not have access to strong leadership from 
their direct superiors, these women expressed feeling marginalized, invisible, or 
stereotyped in their leadership roles. These women contend that if they had opportunities 
for professional development to enhance their leadership skills, it would lead to more 
confidence in their leadership abilities. 
The coping strategies engaged in by these women are often used to combat stress 
and conflict in their work environments. These coping strategies can help them have a 
more positive experience while in the pursuit of leadership positions. These activities, 
which include leaning on their faith and spirituality, religion, and prayer, are engaged in 
by these women to help create a more tolerable day-to-day work environment. These 
women’s use of affinity and or other support groups of like-minded individuals, usually 
outside of their immediate work environments, are coping mechanisms to handle work 
challenges. Many of the women reported experiences relying on faith or religion to deal 
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with work challenges and to help mitigate the feelings of isolation at work or for dealing 
with feelings of being socially accepted at work. 
These African American women say they have had the ability to gain access to 
leadership positions at a public four-year PWI institution of higher education despite the 
barriers they have experienced.  They offered recommendations on how to change the 
perception that there is an absence. Their recommendations include imploring the PWI 
leadership to do the right thing by giving qualified African American women 
opportunities to lead. These women should have the opportunity to prepare and given 
support through the opportunity to advance into leadership roles. These women say they 
were qualified and ultimately given the opportunity to lead. Though their experiences 
have included adversity, they acknowledge they can attribute their ability to gain access 
to a leadership position because they were given the opportunity to be leaders and have 
proven themselves as leaders in their respective positions. 
Another recommendation given was for the executive leadership of the university 
to acknowledge and address the perception of absence issue through comprehensive 
diversity training for all levels of leadership. The recommendation is for the training to 
include the university president, provosts, and department chairs. These women attribute 
their ability to transition into their leadership roles at a public four-year PWI institution of 
higher education by being able to manage the adversity of working their way into 
leadership positions despite the lack of diversity training, but they acknowledge that there 
could be more done to close the gap on the perceived absence. Although a handful of 
them have transitioned into these leadership roles, a more comprehensive push for 
diversity training could increase the ranks.  
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There was a recommendation given to find out where these women are within the 
leadership ranks at the university and reach out to them to learn what they need to feel 
supported in their roles. This could assist in addressing the perception of absence issue. 
These women attributed their ability as African American women to gain access to 
leadership positions at a public four-year PWI institution of higher education by pushing 
through the barrier of not always feeling supported in their leadership roles. They also 
feel that reaching out to these women to see where they are in the university system as 
leaders and requesting their input for what is needed to provide support could help them 
succeed. This could also assist in addressing the perception of absence for them now and 
other women like them in the future.  
The final recommendation given was for the African American women that aspire 
to a leadership role to be their authentic selves and to be resourceful in their aspirations to 
transition into leadership positions at these public four-year PWI institutions of higher 
education in Mississippi. This recommendation is based on what was attributed to the 
ability of these African American women to gain access to leadership positions at a 
public four-year PWI institution of higher education despite the barriers they have 
experienced in trying to navigate who they are as African American women leaders in 
higher education. 
The African American women who participated in this research all took an active, 
resourceful, and authentic approach to progressing in their academic careers at a public 
four-year PWI of higher education in Mississippi. The women in these leadership 
positions who participated in this research are examples of how to combat the issue of the 
perception of absence of African American women in leadership in higher education in 
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Mississippi. There is a history of struggle for African American women to secure 
positions of leadership at PWI institutions of higher education. These women’s trajectory 
into leadership positions are often times hindered by issues centered on the barriers of 
racism and sexism.  In order to close the leadership access gap for these women there has 
to be acknowledgement that there is a perception of absence of these women in 
leadership positions at PWI institutions of higher education.  
Institutions of higher education can mitigate the barriers to access experienced by 
these women. They should incorporate holistic strategic policies and practices that 
support a commitment to true diversity and inclusion. The policies and practices should 
promote access to mentorship, leadership development, and training that creates 
opportunities for career advancement into leadership positions. The results of this study 
show that the African American women in leadership positions in higher education in 
public four-year PWI institutions in Mississippi support the narrative that this perceived 
absence exists in Mississippi.  The recommendations given can be used to create a 
pathway to increase the ranks of these women into leadership positions and close the gap 
to leadership access to mitigate the narrative that there is a perceived absence of African 
American women in leadership positions in PWI institutions of higher education.
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APPENDIX E – Interview Protocol 
 
The Perceived Absence of African American Women in Leadership Positions in 
Leadership Positions at Predominantly White Institutions of Higher Education 




Purpose of Study 
 
The purpose of this research is to increase the dialogue on this topic, and to add to the 
narrative of marginalized African American women in the academy that aspire to 
leadership positions. This study also will give voice to African American women in the 
academy at The University of Southern Mississippi and the other four public four-year 
universities which include Delta State University (DSU), Mississippi State University 
(MSU), University of Mississippi (UM), and the University of Mississippi for Women 
(MUW). This study will give a voice to these women who have ascended into positions 
of leadership and can assist the public four-year university system with addressing the 
matter though individual universities research, teaching and service missions. The 
research will offer recommendations of pathways for this marginalized group and other 
marginalized groups based on lived experiences of those who have had the experience. 
This research will discuss various aspects of the phenomenon of the perceived absence of 
African American women in leadership positions in higher education. The intention of 
this research is to highlight these marginalized women’s struggle to navigate the barriers 
of racism and sexism while trying to ascend to positions of leadership in higher education 
at predominantly white institutions of higher education. 
 
Description of Study 
 
This study will be a mixed methods study using the grounded theory model. This model 
supports that the collection and analysis of the quantitative survey data and the qualitative 
interview data will be analyzed from an inductive reasoning approach or perspective and 
based on the conclusion that there is a perceived absence of African American women in 
leadership positions in predominantly white institutions of higher education. African 
American women in administrator positions including Assistant Director or higher at 
USM will be asked to participate in the qualitative portion of the study which includes 
semi-structured interviews. Preliminary data from Institutional Research at USM 
identifies 12 employees that meet the criteria. The quantitative portion of the research 
will be generated by an online Qualtrics survey sent to employee's meeting the criteria by 






Ultimately, this study can lead to viable recommendations to assist in addressing this 
issue for the future. It will give a voice to this marginalized population of higher 
education professionals and should lead to the adoption and incorporation of strategic 
policies and practices that lead to opportunities for training and mentoring of African 
American women at predominantly white institutions of higher education. These adopted 
and incorporated policies and practices should lead to measurable positive change 
through pathways and alliances for leadership development and career advancement 
opportunities for these African American women in these institutions. Also as 
competition for diverse populations of students and higher education professionals 
increases it will continue to become more critical for higher education institutions 
especially predominantly white institutions of higher education to practice diversity and 
inclusion. As diverse populations increase and the competition for mass access to higher 
education continues, the perceived absence of African American women in leadership 
positions at these institutions of higher education may hinder these institutions in 





There will be minimal to no risk to human subjects associated with this study. All 
participants will be over 18 years of age. By meeting these criteria, and all criteria 




All recorded materials will be erased after 5 years, following final approval by the 
research committee, which will minimize any future risks related to confidentiality.  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
1. Are you over the age of 18? 
2. What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you 
have received?  
 
3. What best describes your current job title? 
4. Do you believe that there is a perception of an absence of African American (AA) 
women in leadership positions at predominantly White institutions (PWIs) of 
higher education.? Explain? 
 
5. There are five documented areas that influence the perception of the absence of 
African American (AA) women in leadership positions at predominantly White 
institutions of higher education (PWI). (This survey will reflect a focus on only 
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four of the areas excluding intersectionality) They are Barriers, Mentorship, 
Leadership, Coping Strategies 
 
a. Tell me about any barriers you have experienced as an AA woman in a 
position of leadership at USM? 
b. Tell me about your experiences with mentorship as an AA woman in a 
position of leadership at USM? 
c. Tell me about your experiences with leadership as an AA woman in a 
position of leadership at USM? 
d. Tell me what type of coping strategies you have engaged in as an AA 
woman in a position of leadership at USM? 
 
6. Would you share any recommendations as to how to change the perception that 




Research Questions Guiding the Study: 
 
RQ1:  In what ways have barriers, mentorship, leadership, intersectionality, and 
coping strategies affected African American women's pursuit into leadership positions in 
higher education at PWI institutions of higher education?  
RQ2: What do African American women attribute to their ability to gain access 




APPENDIX F – Qualtrics Survey 
 
The Perceived Absence of African American Women in Leadership Positions at PWI 
Institutions of Higher Education in Mississippi 
 
Q34  
Dear Potential Participant, I would like to ask you to consider participating in this study 
because you are an African American woman in a leadership position at a predominantly 
White institution of higher education in Mississippi. The purpose of this study will be to 
highlight issues that may hinder African American women in the academy from elevating 
to positions of leadership at predominantly White institutions of higher education and 
offer an opportunity for those women to make recommendations that could mitigate these 
issues. If you choose to participate in this study, and are at least 18 years of age, you will 
be asked to complete a short questionnaire that will include basic demographic questions 
and questions relating to perceived barriers, experiences with mentorship and leadership, 
and any experience you may have had with using coping strategies. The questionnaire 
will take no more than 10 minutes to complete. There are minimal risks involved in this 
study. All collected data will remain completely anonymous, and all information obtained 
will remain completely confidential. Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 
You may choose to decline participation or to discontinue participation at any point 
without concern of penalty, prejudice, or any other negative consequence. Upon 
completion of data compilation, all questionnaire data will be destroyed. The data from 
all participants will be analyzed and findings compiled into a research study for a 
dissertation submission at the University of Southern Mississippi. Additionally, the 
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findings from this study may be shared with the USM administration. If you have any 
questions about this research, please feel free to contact Tonya Neely at 
Tonya.Neely@usm.edu.  This research is being conducted under the supervision of Holly 
Foster, Ph.D. This project IRB-20-332, The Perceived Absence of African American 
Women in Leadership Positions in Public Four-Year Predominantly White Institutions of 
Higher Education in Mississippi has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board, 
which ensures that research projects involving human subjects follow federal 
regulations.  Any questions or concerns about rights as a research participant should be 
directed to the Chair of the Institutional Review Board, The University of Southern 
Mississippi, 118 College Drive #5147, Hattiesburg, MS 39406-0001, (601) 266-6820.By 
clicking ‘next’ you are giving permission for the information collected in this survey 
questionnaire to be obtained and used for the purposes stated in the consent letter above. 
Thank you for your consideration.                                  
Sincerely,      










Q37 What s your age range? 
o 21 - 29  (1)  
o 30 -39  (2)  
o 40 - 49  (4)  
o 50 - 59  (5)  
o 60 - 69  (6)  






Q19 What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you 
have received?  
o Less than high school degree  (1)  
o High school graduate (high school diploma or equivalent including GED)  (2)  
o Some college but no degree  (3)  
o Associate degree in college (2-year)  (4)  
o Bachelor's degree in college (4-year)  (5)  
o Master's degree  (6)  
o Doctoral degree  (7)  






Q33 What best describes your current job title? 
o Provost  (1)  
o Dean  (2)  
o Assistant Dean  (3)  
o Director  (4)  
o Assistant Director  (5)  




Q36 Which Mississippi University are you employed by? 
o Delta State University  (1)  
o Mississippi State University  (2)  
o Mississippi University for Women  (3)  
o University of Southern Mississippi  (4)  




Q35 Do you believe that there is a perception of an absence of African American women 
in leadership positions  at predominantly White institutions of higher education in 
Mississippi? 
o Strongly agree  (12)  
o Agree  (13)  
o Somewhat agree  (14)  
o Neither agree nor disagree  (15)  
o Somewhat disagree  (16)  
o Disagree  (17)  
o Strongly disagree  (18)  
 
Q16 There are four documented areas that influence the perception of the absence of 
African American women in leadership positions at predominantly White institutions of 




Have you had any experiences with any of the following? (check all that apply)  
▢ Barriers  (1)  
▢ Mentorship  (2)  
▢ Leadership  (3)  






Q34 I have experienced barriers as an African American woman in a leadership position 
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Q29 I have experienced aspects of mentorship as an African American woman in a 
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Q30 I have experienced aspects of leadership development as an African American 
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Q32 I have experience with coping strategies as an African American woman in a 
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